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Foreword 


How Children Fail described children using their minds badly. 
This book tries to describe children — in a few cases, adults — 
using their minds well, learning boldly and effectively. Some of 
the children described are in school; most are not yet old 
enough. It is before they get to school that children are likely 
to do their best learning. Many experts agree that this is so, 
though they differ about the reason. I believe, and try to show 
here, that in most situations our minds work best when we use 
them in a certain way, and that young children tend to learn 
better than grown-ups (and better than they themselves will 
when they are older) because they use their minds in a special 
way. In short, children have a style of learning that fits their 
condition, and which they use naturally and well until we 
train them out of it. We like to say that we send children to 
school to teach them to think. What we do, all too often, is to 
teach them to think badly, to give up a natural and powerful 
way of thinking in favour of a method that does not work well 
for them and that we rarely use ourselves. 

What are the results? Only a few children in school ever 
become good at learning in the Way we try to make them 
learn. Most of them get humiliated, frightened, and discour- 
aged. They use their minds, not to learn, but to get out of doing 
the things we tell them to do - to make them learn. In the 
short run, these strategies seem to work. They make it pos- 
sibit "iu em{many children to get through their schooling even 
though they learn very little. But in the long run these 
strategies are self-limiting and self-defeating, and destroy both 
character and intelligence. The children who use such strategies 
are prevented by them from growing into more than limited 
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versions of the human beings they might have become. This is 
the real failure that takes place in school; hardly any children 
escape. 

When we better understand the ways, conditions, and spirit 
in which children do their best learning, and are able to make 
school into a place where they can use and improve the style 
of thinking and learning natural to them, we may be able to 
prevent much of this failure. School may then become a place 
in which all children grow, not just in size, not even in know- 
ledge, but in curiosity, courage, confidence, independence, 
resourcefulness, resilience, patience, competence, and under- 
standing. To find how best to do this will take us a long time. 
We may find, in fifty or a hundred years, that all of what we 
think of as our most up-to-date notions about schools, teaching, 
and learning, are either completely inadequate or outright mis- 
taken. But we will make a big step forward if, by understand- 
a children better, we can undo some of the harm we are now 

oing. 

This book is more concerned to describe effective learning 
than to explain it, or give a theory about it. In many places 
men are busy trying to find out what goes on in the brain, elec- 
trically, chemically, and otherwise, when we think and learn. 
Such research is interesting and may prove to be useful, but it 
has nothing to do with the aims of this book. We do not need 
to learn more about the brain, as an organ, in order to make 
schools better. We could make them a great deal better, know- 
ing no more about the brain than most people know right now: 
Thus it is interesting that men should be finding evidence that 
experiences are stored in the brain, in the shape of compli- 
cated molecules, like file cards stored in a file. What teachers 
and learners need to know is what we have known for some 
time: first, that vivid, vital, pleasurable experiences are the 
easiest to remember, and secondly, that memnru-- 15 best 
when unforced, that it is not a mule that can be made to walk 
by beating it. It is interesting to read Wolfgang Köhler’s 
theory, perhaps now held by many others, that electrical 
fields are set up in the brain when we perceive, think and feel. 
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This would certainly account for the fact that we think badly, 
and even perceive badly, or not at all, when we are anxious and 
afraid. But we don’t need the explanation to know that the 
fact is a fact, and to learn from it that when we make children 
afraid we stop their learning dead in its tracks. 

This book is more about children than about child psychol- 
ogy. I hope those who read it will come to feel, or feel more 
than when they opened it, that children are interesting and 
worth looking at. I hope that when they look they will notice 
many things they never noticed before, and in these find much 
food for thought. I want to whet their curiosity and sharpen 
their vision, even more than to add to their understanding; to 
make them sceptical of old dogmas, rather than give them 
new ones, 

The human mind, after all, is a mystery, and, in large part, 
will probably always be so. It takes even the most thoughtful, 
honest, and introspective person many years to learn even a 
small part of what goes on in his own mind. How, then, can 
we be sure about what goes on in the mind of another? Yet 
many people talk as if we could measure and list the contents 
of another person’s mind as easily, accurately, and fully as the 
contents of a suitcase. This is not to say that we ought not to 
try to understand more about other people’s minds, and 
thoughts, but only that we must be very modest and tentative 
about what we think we have found out. 

There’s an old story about two men on a train. One of them 
seeing some naked-looking sheep in a field, said, ‘Those sheep 
have just been sheared.’ The other looked a moment longer, 
and then said, ‘They seem to be — on this side? It is in such a 
cautious spirit that we should say whatever we have to say 
about the workings of the mind, and it is in this spirit that I 
alle tried to write, and in which I hope others will read, this 
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9 August 1960 ` 7 
I am sitting on a friend’s terrace. Close by is Lisa, 16 months old, 
a bright and bold child. She has invented a very varied pseudo- 
speech which she uses all the time. Some sounds she says over 
and over again, as if she meant something by them. She likes 
to touch and handle things, and is surprisingly dexterous; she 
can fit screws and similar small objects into the holes meant 
for them. Can it be that little children are less clumsy than 
we have always supposed? 

One of Lisa’s favourite games is to take my ball-point pen 
out of my pocket, take the top off, and then put it on again. 
This takes some skill. She never tires of the game; if she sees 
me with the pen in my pocket, she lets me know right away that 
she wants it. There is no putting her off. She is stubborn, 
and if I pretend - which is a lie - not to know what she wants, 
she makes a scene. The trick, when I know I will need to use 
my pen, is to have an extra one hidden in a pocket. 

The other day she was playing on the piano, hitting out more 
or less at random with both hands, pleased to be working the 
machine, and making such an interesting noise. Curious to see 


whether she would imitate me, I bounced up and down the key- 


board with my index finger. She Watched, then did the same. 
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interested. When the cone was gone, howeyer, she came to 
see what the others were doing, and soon asked, by sounds and 
signs, to be picked up and given a chance. So I sat her on my 
lap in front of the machine. Having seen me poke at the keys, 
one finger at a time, she did the same, and seemed pleased by 
what happened - something flew through the air and made a 
sharp click, and there was a general impression of activity and 
motion, and mysterious things going on inside the machine, 
things that she was making happen. 

Now and then she would hit more than one key at a time, 
and keys would get stuck. I would then turn off the machine 
and straighten them out. After seeing me turn the rotary 
On-Off switch a few times, she tried to turn it herself, but her 
fingers weren't strong enough. When this happened, she 
reached down, took my right hand, brought it up to the switch, 
and made me work it. Soon we had a good game going. I would 
turn off the typewriter; she would try for a while to turn it 
back on; then she would take my hand and make me do it. 

She also liked the carriage-return lever. Each time I returned 
the carriage for a new line, she would take hold of the lever 
and give it one more push. Only rarely did she get excited and 
begin to slam and bang on the keys. Once she showed me that 
she wanted me to put the typewriter on the ground I did so, 
but soon saw that this was a mistake; she wanted to climb on 
and even into it, to see what was really going on inside. After 
a bit of an argument and tussle I got it back up on the table- 
We were busy with all this for about forty minutes. Perhaps 
the attention span of infants is not as short as we think. 

Today, with her elder brother more or less in charge, Lisa 
was in more of a banging mood, and often slapped the key- 
board with her hands. Each time she did this, we turned the 
machine off and carefully unscrambled the stuck keys. Since this 
slowed up the action, I thought it might in time shove her that 
it was not a good idea to slap thé keyboard. But it was also in- 
teresting for her to watch us unstick the keys. After this had 
happened a number of times, I suggested to her brother that 
next time she piled the keys up we turn off the machine and 
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just wait to see what she would do. We did so. She poked a key 
or two, but nothing happened. Then, seeming to notice that 
the machine was not making its usual busy hum, she reached 
up herself and pulled back the stuck keys. 


24 July 1961 x 
This morning Lisa bent down to pick up a balloon and, as she 
did, a puff of wind coming through the door blew the balloon 
across the floor. She watched it go. When it stopped, she moved 
close to it, and blew at it, as if to make it go farther. This sur- 
prised me. Can such young children make a connexion between 
the ability of the wind to move objects, and their own ability 
to move them by blowing on them? Apparently they can. 

One game almost all babies seem to like is to have you blow 
across their hands or fingers, moving your head from side to 
side so that the airstream moves back and forth. They smile; 
then after a while they begin to investigate where this mys- 
terious stuff is coming from, and try to poke a finger into your 
mouth. They find it interesting that you can get a similar effect 
by fanning them with a fan, or piece of cardboard. 

Later, Lisa walked round and round the balloon, singing, 
more or less, her own version of ‘Ring-around-a-rosie’. As she 
sang it, she began to change it, until before long it had become 
an entirely different song. Much of what she says, sings, and 
does, is like this; it starts out as one thing, and gradually 


Rig into another. A musician might call it variations on a 
eme. 


to go to school, and would do 
” Often the song is nonsensical, words and 
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nonsense syllables; sometimes sense and nonsense are mixed. 
Many children like to play a game with a grown-up, in which 
each takes turns adding something to the song. It is not as easy 
as it sounds. Trying to make up words and music at the same 
time is a strain on the imagination, and what comes out is usu- 
ally no better than what the child does, and, as a rule, very 
much like it. 

e These are good games, and we might do well to encourage 
them, pay attention to them, take part in them, both at home 
and in school. 

Children first going to school do a lot of singing, to be sure; 
but they all sing the same songs, taught and led by the teacher, 
and the aim is to get them ‘right’, not to make up something 
new. Some children like this and get good at it; for others, it 
just becomes one more of those things that you have to do in 
school — compulsory fun, as so much of early school is. Many 
of these children become non-singers, a needless waste. The 
work of Carl Orff and others who have used his method of 
instruction suggests that when children are given many oppor- 
tunities to improvise, to make up their own chants, rhythms, 
and tunes, their musical and verbal growth can be very rapid. 


25 July 1961 


ix a the living room announce a new collision between 
isa and the institution of private property, She is interested 


in everything she sees, wants to examine it, handle it, test it, 


take it apart if she can. Naturally, she has no sense of what is 


valuable, or fragile, or dan i i 
j e, gerous. Having seen me plug 11 
the electric typewriter, she was eager to plug it in herself, and 


fiercely resented being told that shi d 
. 7 e g Se 
with electric sockets. The other d2 O N 


ay she ma on all 
the burners on top of the stovi i ee 


that the pilot light was able to light them. She did not like being 
told to leave the stove alone. It’s impossible for her to see why 
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she should not be allowed to touch what everyone else 
touches. When she takes things, she never thinks to put them 
back where she got them — even if she could remember where 
she got them. 

There is no very good or easy answer to this problem. Every 
day we find ourselves saying, ‘No, no, don’t touch that, it’s too 
hot, it’s too sharp, it will hurt you, it will break, it belongs to 
me, I need it.’ Each time she feels, naturally, that we are attack; 
ing her right and need to investigate every part of the world 
around her so that she may make some sense out of it. Every- 
one else touches this; why can’t I? It is easy to see how too 
much of such treatment could destroy a child’s curiosity, and 
make him feel that the world, instead of being full of interest- 
ing things to explore and think about, is full of hidden dan- 
gers and ways of getting into trouble. 

We try to solve the problem by giving Lisa toys of her own, 
and telling her to leave other ‘things alone. This doesn’t work 
very well. For one thing, the toys aren’t interesting enough. 
For another, she can’t remember, even if she wants to, what 
she is free to touch, and what not. Most important, it is the 
fact that older and bigger people use various objects around 
the house that makes these objects so interesting. Like all little 
children, Lisa wants to be like the big people, and do what 
they do. When dishes are being washed, she demands to be 
allowed to help; when cooking is going on, she wants to cook; 
when lemonade is being made, she wants to help make it. And 
she will not be put off by obviously phony substitutes. 

It is hard not to feel that there must be something very 
Wrong with much of what we do in school, if we feel the need 
to worry so much about what many people call ‘motivation’. 
A child has no stronger desire than to make sense of the world, 
to move freely in it, to do the things that he sees bigger people 
doing. Why can’t we make more use of this great drive for 
understanding and competence? Surely we can find more ways 
to let children see people using some of the skills we want them 
to acquire ~ though this will be difficult when in fact those 
Skills, like many of the ‘essential’ skills of arithmetic, are not 


> 17 


How Children Learn 


really used to do anything. Who, in real life, divides one frac- 
tion by another? 

Meanwhile, at home, we should try to keep out of reach, and 
even out of sight, valuable or dangerous objects that we don’t 
want children to touch. At the same time, we should keep 
on hand a good many objects cheap and durable enough so 
that a child can touch them and use them; we shouldn't have 
to worry if they get broken. Maybe certain ordinary household 
objects would be good presents for small children: an eggbeater, 
a saucepan, a flashlight. After all, it doesn’t make much sense, 
in a family that will later spend tens of thousands of dollars 
on the child’s education, to get upset, and to upset him, because 
he may ruin something worth twenty-five cents. I have sO 
often seen people in drugstores or supermarkets, where there 
is very little that a child could spoil or break, and where any- 
thing he did break would hardly cost over a dollar, get all upset 
because he is touching, feeling, picking up the various things 
he sees. Why not? This is how he learns about them. If he moves 
ene out of its proper place, it’s easy enough to put it 

, It is probably a mistake, anyway, to assume that whatever 
little children touch, they will destroy, and that we must there- 
a keep them from touching anything that is not theirs. This 
eae their curiosity and confidence. More than that, it prob- 
Wo makes them too fiercely possessive of what is their own. 

€ should try instead, I think, to teach that respecting prop- 
erty does not mean never touching what is not yours, but 
means treating objects carefully, using them as they are meant 
to be used, and putting them back where they belong. Children 
are perfectly able to learn these things; they are less clumsy 
and destructive than we suppose. And it is only by handling 
and using objects that children can learn the right way tO 
handle them. One of Maria Montessori’s many, valuable contri- 
butions to education was that she showed that very little chil- 


dren could easily be taught to move j but 
also deftly, precisely, gently. SEES atl 
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30 July 1961 


Little children love games, and can make them out of any- 
thing. This morning Lisa was in bed with her older sister, Nell. 
First Nell would turn out the light over the bed, then Lisa would 
turn it back on, saying, ‘Don’t turn it off.’ The older girl would 
move her hand slowly, slowly towards the light. Every time the 
hand moved, Lisa would say, ‘Don’t turn it eff’ This could be 
dragged out a long time. Finally, off would go the light. Lisa 
would then turn it on and the game would start again. 

A lot of the games little children play begin as if by accident. 
One day I took a magazine across the room, put it on a table, 
and went to do something else. Lisa went to the table, took the 
magazine off, put it on the floor, and then looked meaningfully 
at me. I went back and put it on the table. She took it off. Soon 
we had a fine game going, which lasted for some time. 

The spirit behind such games should be a spirit of joy, foolish- 
ness, exuberance, like the spirit behind all good games, includ- 
ing the game of trying to find out how the world works, which 
we call education. But even in a more narrow sense games like 
these are educational. They give a child a stronger feeling of 
cause and effect, of one thing leading to another. Also, they help 
a child to feel that he makes a difference, that he can have some 
effect on the world around him. How exciting it must be for a 
child, playing a game with an adult, to feel that by doing a cer- 
tain thing, he can make that omnipotent giant do something, 
and that he can keep this up as long as he likes. 

Once, visiting friends in Chicago, I was left for a while one 
morning in charge of the children — Alice, three-and-a-half, 
and Patrick, just over two. They were used to playing on the 
sidewalk of the rather quiet street where they live, so I told 
them they could do this as Jong as they stayed in sight. But 
they soon strayed out of sight, and I had to fetch them back, 
Protesting and wailing. They were furious. They told me that 
I was bad, and that they were going to tell their mommy on 
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me. I told them to go ahead. Patrick then said that his mommy 
would spank me — ‘Like this’. I pretended to cry. This is an abso- 
lutely foolproof game to play with little children; they all love 
it. Soon we had a game going. The little children would ‘spank’ 
me — slap me on the back — and I would pretend to cry. When 
I stopped, Patrick would say, ‘I'm still spanking you,’ and I 
would have to start again. Now and then I would say, ‘I’m a 
good boy.’ He would say, very firmly, ‘You bad boy.’ And so 
we went on for some time, until they found something else to 
do. Later we showed the game to the children’s parents. 


1 August 1961 


Recently Lisa has started to play fierce games. She bares her 
teeth, growls, roars, rushes at me. I pretend to be afraid, and 
cower behind a chair. It can go on for some time. From this, 
and many other things she does, it seems as if she feels a Me 
inside her, growing stronger, doing things, demanding things. 
Any game that makes that Me seem more powerful must be a 
good game. Most of the time she knows all too well how 
powerless that Me is. 

__ Sometimes she takes a stick and hits the seat of a chair with 
it, making the sound of an explosion with her mouth. As she 
hits the chair she blinks, as if the great force of her own blow 
scared her a little, It reminds me of a nine-year-old boy I knew 
who, when he first began to play soccer, and I think without 
knowing that he did it, made this same kind of explosive noise 
with his mouth every time he kicked the ball. It may be WO! 
noting that he was not very big or athletic, and could not kick 
the ball very hard; had he been able to, he would not have 
needed the explosion-noise. 

For all her fierceness, pride, and stubborn independence, Lisa 
is at heart kind and obliging. One game she likes to play is the 
‘you-can’t’ game. Sometimes it begins with me outside the 
screen door, she inside. She says, ‘Can’t come in.’ I begin to pull 
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gently on the door. She pulls as hard as she can from the other 
side. After a while, as if exhausted, I let go, and the door shuts 
With a small bang. She gives me a triumphant look, and again 
says, ‘You can’t come in.’ Again I try the door, again she resists, 
until I let the door shut again. This may happen five or six 
times. But always, at the end, she lets me in, saying very 
sweetly, ‘Come in, John.’ 

The other morning, hearing her talking to her sister, I wente 
into their room. She gave me a flirty look and said, ‘Go way.’ 
‘Why?’ I asked. She said, ‘Because.’ ‘Because what?’ She said, 
‘You have to.’ ‘But I don’t want to.’ She said, ‘You need to,’ this 
being even more emphatic than having to. I said again that 
I didn’t want to. Then an odd thing happened. She said, ‘You 
can’t.’ She had slipped into a pattern of answers that she or- 
dinarily uses in different circumstances. At about this time I 
left the room. A moment later I came back, and the game began 
again. This time, after we had played a few times, she said, 
‘Don’t go way.’ Children don’t mind letting us adults win the 


. game, as long as we let them score a few points. But so many 


of us, like some football coaches, seem never to be content 
with merely winning; we have to run up the big score. 


oon. Cal ae 


2 August 1961 Gene, Bo 


The other day we went to Carlsbad Caverns, a strange and 
beautiful place. To get there, we rode many hours in the car. 
On the way, we played games. The radio was on and, with Lisa 


Watching, I began to clap my hands in time to the music. She 


did the same. Then I began to clap one palm against the other 
fist. She watched a while, then made both her hands into fists, 
clapped together, a bit, looked again, saw this wasn’t right, 
and soon did what I was doing. From this grew a whole 
Series of games. I clapped hand against head; so did she. 
clapped hand against stomach; so did she. I made the ga 
more complicated. I clapped head with one hand and stoi 
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with another; or clapped head with one hand while holding 
that elbow with the other, and so on. It was most interesting 
to see how she copied what I was doing. Each time she began 
by doing something fairly quickly. As she did it, she checked 
what she was doing against what I was doing. Then she made 
a change in what she was doing, checked again, and so went 
on until she was satisfied that what we were both doing was 
athe same. Watching her do this, I was struck by two things. 
First, she did not feel that she had to get everything right before 
she started to do anything. She was willing - no, more than 
willing, eager - to begin by doing something, and then think 
about fixing it up. Secondly, she was not satisfied with in: 
correct imitations, but kept on looking and comparing until 
she was satisfied that she was correct — which she almost al- 
ways was. 

An older child, playing this game, might well play it differ- 
ently, and in doing so, get his imitation right the first time. He 
could do his imitating in his mind, checking to see whether he 
had it right before doing it with his body. Or, he could put my 
action into words, and then suit his action to the words. But 
very small children, at least this one, do not seem to work that 
Way, can’t carry out an act in their imagination and correct it 
there. They have to imitate, compare, and correct, all at the 
concrete or physical level, and continue until they get it right. 

In one way ~ one of many, in fact - Lisa is strikingly dif- 
ferent from the unsuccessful ten-year-olds I have known in 
school. She wants to get things right, and will stick at them 
until she does; they just want to get things over with and out 
of the way. Very young children seem to have what could be 
called an Instinct of Workmanship. We tend not to see it, 
cause they are unskilful and their materials crude. But watch 
the loving care with which a little child smooths off a sand 


cake, or pats and shapes a mud pie. They want to make it 


as well as they can, not to please someone else, but to satisfy 
themselves. 
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3 August 1961 


Watching Lisa, I am reminded often of Bill Hull’s story about 
the first-grader who burst into tears upon hearing that the word 
‘once’ was spelled o-n-c-E. What puzzles me is why six-year- 
olds should be so much more bothered by this kind of cons 
fusion and paradox than this baby. She hears things all day 
long that make no sense, but she doesn’t appear to mind. She 
lives and moves in uncertainty as naturally and easily as a fish 
moves in water. When, and why, do children begin to crave 
certainty? 

Children don’t seem to be born fearful. Oh, there are a few 
things they seem to fear instinctively — loud noises and loss of 
support - though there are many babies who love to be tossed 
into the air and caught, or otherwise tumbled about. It looks 
very much as if children catch most of their fears from their 
elders. 

Lisa, for example, never used to be afraid of bugs. When she 
saw any kind of crawling or flying thing, she wanted to pick it 
up and look at it. One day a twelve-year-old friend of her older í 
sister came to visit. Lisa was in the room with the two older 
girls, when the visitor saw a spider in a corner. She began to 
scream hysterically, and kept on until they got her out of the 
room and killed the spider- Since then, Lisa has been afraid of 
all bugs — flies, moths, worms, anything. She has learned her É 
lesson. She doesn’t scream or carry on, only draws away from” ‘ 
them and doesn’t want to have anything to do with them. A Eai 
of her curiosity about the world and her trust in it has bee 
shut off. Who can tell when it will turn on again? Jæ 

Most of the fear that children catch is of a more subtle 
kind. ‘They catch it bit by bit, in very small doses. The 
day Lisa was playing with the electric portable typewriter. eve, 
can turn it on and off, and can work the carriage return. Whi 3 
typing away, she suddenly got the urge to bring both hands 
down on the keys. A bunch of keys flew up and stuck. She 
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leaned over the keyboard to pull them back. I feared that as 
she tried to get the keys back she might touch a key on the key- 
board, which would make another key come up and give her 
fingers a sharp rap. Also, I feared that in tugging back the keys 
she might bend some of them out of line. So I showed her again 
how to turn the machine off, and then carefully untangled the 
stuck keys. 
o Then she did an interesting bit of exploration. On each side 
of the keyboard there is a shift key, and on the left side a shift 
lock. She saw that when you push the shift key down, it comes 
back up, but when you push the shift lock down, it stays 
down, and the shift key with it. Then the problem is how to 
get them back up. Tugging does no good. After-a while she 
found that if she pushed the shift key down it unlocked the 
shift lock, and both keys came up. Then she looked for a key 
on the right side that would do the same thing. The margin re- 
lease did nothing that she could observe, and the tabulator key, 
much to her surprise, made the whole carriage slide over, and 
Tang the bell into the bargain. After some more experiment- 
ae she soon had the whole shift key and lock system figured 
ou 
All this time I was standing to one side, about ten feet 
away. I wanted to see what she was doing; also I wanted to be 
able to shut the machine off if she should bang on all the keys 
again, or do anything else that might hurt her or the machine. 
I felt that I was watchful rather than anxious, but she must 
have sensed some quality of anxiety in my watchfulness, for aS 
she worked with the machine she kept doing something she 
had never done when she was younger — looking up at me with 


an expression on her face that cl k, ‘Is this 
all right? early seemed to as 


Children, particularly little ones, 
emotion. They not only catch everything we feel, they blow it 
up to larger-than-life-size. Lisa begins t oe 


h o cry if any of her older 
brothers or sisters seem to be having a serious argument oF 


fight. Even when they roughhouse in fun, she tries to pull them 
apart, pleading, ‘Stop! Stop!’ Often, in other families, I have 
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seen children unhappy for a long time because of an argument 
between their parents, which the parents had done their best 
to conceal. It need not even be parents. Once I was visiting 
some friends, whose children I knew very well and was very 
fond of. The mother and I got into an argument about politics. 
While the argument was warm, it was not unfriendly; we are 
generally on the same side of the fence. But even as much 
warmth as there was in the argument was too much for the e 
children. They began to circle around and move in, in a concilia- 
tory fashion, as if by giving us something else to think about 
they might take our minds off the quarrel, and get everything 
cheerful and happy again. 

It is simply not true, or at least not always true, that little 
children have no empathy, cannot feel what others feel. They 
are, no doubt, often cruel to each other; but if they are near 
another child who is badly hurt or very unhappy, they soon 
become very distressed. It is a very rare child who is capable of 
the kind of sustained, deliberate cruelty so often shown by 
adults. 

Often their cruelty may be experimental. Once I saw two 
two-year-old boys playing side by side on the floor. They were 
pushing cars and trucks around, and having a pleasant time. At 
One point one of them picked up the fairly heavy metal truck 
he was playing with, and looked at the other with a speculative 
expression. I had a faint hunch that something bad was about 
to happen, but I didn’t feel I could say anything, because the 
child’s father, my host, whom I did not know well, was watch- 
ing with me, and said nothing. But sure enough, in a moment 
or so the little boy with the truck, looking very calm, picked 
it up and smacked the other boy in the head with it. The other’ 
little boy looked up amazed, and then burst into roars of pain 
and dismay. The first little boy looked at him, puzzled, and 
increasingly distressed (though his father for some reason 
made no move to punish or reprove him). All these roars and 
tears seemed to be more results than he had bargained for. He 
did not cry himself, but he was clearly frightened and unhappy. 

One of my earliest recollections ~ actually by now I remem- 
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ber the telling of it rather than the event itself — was of play- 
ing in the park with a friend my own age — about three, 
perhaps four — who out of a clear blue sky hit me in the head 
with his toy shovel. We had been playing peacefully; I never 
understood, then or later, why he hit me. Perhaps it was this 
same overpowering urge to see what would happen. 


4 August 1961 
Lisa remembers and likes to use phrases that carry some emo- 
tional weight. Within the past few weeks I have heard her say, 
for the first time, ‘No fair’, ‘I’m making a mess!’, ‘Don’t make 
me mad!’ and ‘Quit it!’ All of these are said at times of stress 
and excitement. When she finds herself in such situations, such 
phrases come naturally. 

Her talk and games are connected. The other day, as we were 
riding to town in the car, she in back, I in front, I turned around 
to look at her. She looked mischievously at me, then said, 
firmly, ‘Turn around.’ I had never heard her say it before. I 
turned around. A moment later, I looked back at her again. She 
a ‘Turn around,’ and the game began. It went on for some 

e. 

Sometimes the game is reversed. The other morning she told 
me to watch her, and began to walk round and round one of 
the living-room chairs, her eye on me. I guessed that she wanted 
me to say something about what she was doing, so I did- 
Either the guess was right, or she was just as pleased with it 
as with whatever she might have wanted. She went on doing, 
first this, then that, all the while watching me and listening to 
what I was saying. Indeed, quite often it seems that, just 3S 


she says things to see what people will do, she does things t° 
hear what people will say. í 5 
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6 August 1961 


Not long ago Lisa was patting my cheek, I forget why. I puffed 
the cheek full of air, and waited. It was a tempting target. She 
gave it a light slap, and I let the air burst forth from between 
my lips with a very satisfactory noise. She was delighted, and 
asked me to do it again. Soon the whole family was playing 
this game with her. After a while, she invited us to play the 
game in reverse. She puffed out her already chubby cheek, 
but when we patted it there wasn’t enough air pent up to make 
any sound. But this didn’t seem to bother her; she enjoyed the 
game anyway. 

For some time she has enjoyed games in which she imitated 
her elders. Now she is beginning to invent games in which we 
are supposed to imitate her. Like so many good games, this one 
began by accident. She was making a face, which she likes to 
do, when she caught my eye. With nothing in mind, I imitated 
the face. She made a different face. I imitated that one. Right 
away she saw that I was going to try to do whatever she did, 
and away we went. 

Another time, her older brothers were playing, on the living- 
room floor, a game called leg-wrestling. After watching this a 
while, she insisted on being allowed to play. We did some mock 
leg-wrestles with her, sometimes pulling her over, sometimes 
making it look as if she had pulled us over - accompanied by 
many grunts and groans. Soon she began doing various stunts, 
which she asked us to copy, flopping down on her knees, turn- 
ing round and round on hands and knees, looking backwards be- 
tween her legs (a favourite with all little children), and so on. 
One morning she led me on a little walk through the pine 
Woods that surround the house, Sometimes she ran, sometimes 
she walked, sometimes she kicked one foot in the air as she 
walked. All the while she watched me to see if I was imitating, 
and imitating properly. 
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9 August 1961 


The other day we went to a small amusement park in town. It 
has a tiny ferris wheel, a train that goes round an oval track, a 
jeep that goes with locked wheels in a fixed circle around a 
post, and a ring of little metal cars that bump noisily around 
a circular wooden track. 

From the first day, Lisa was fascinated by the cars. We put 
her in one, and off she went. We thought the noise and bumps 
might frighten her, and clearly she was on the verge of being 
frightened. As she went round and round, she had a set expres- 
sion on her face, and only occasionally looked at us as she went 
by. Going round, counterclockwise, she kept turning the little 
steering wheel of her car. It seemed that she was always turn- 
ing it to the left. Was this just a coincidence? Or had she grasped 
something, riding in the real car, about the relationship be- 
tween the turning of the wheel and the movement of the car? 

Soon the ride ended and we looked for something else to do. 
Some bigger children were riding around in the little train, 
blowing the whistle and ringing the bell. To Lisa, it looked inter- 
esting and just a bit frightening. Perhaps the train made too 
much noise, perhaps it was too big, too black. She kept saying, 

I can t go train, I can’t go train.’ We said that was all right, she 
didn’t have to. The cars remained her favourites. 

After a while, we left the park to go get some ice cream. AS 
We ate it, her mental picture of the train began to be less 
terrifying. The more she thought about it, the smaller and safer 
it looked. She began to say, very boldly, ‘I need to ride that 
train right now!’ We felt she should have this chance to con- 
quer her fear, so back we went. But, alas, when we got there 
the train looked just as big and black as ever, and she said, ‘I 
can’t go train, I can’t go train’ : 

It is easy to say, much of the time, why we fear the things 
we do. It is not easy to say from where the drive to over- 
come these fears comes, particularly in a very little child. Some 
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kinds of courage are learned, but there is surely also an instinct 
of courage, a wish to be brave, to overcome fear. It will grow 
if we do not put more strain on it than it can bear. We should 
give it every encouragement. 

When Lisa wants to do something very much, she says, ‘I 
have to.’ When she does not want to do something, she says, 
‘I can’t.’ It is easy to see where these expressions came from. 
When we want her to do something, we say, ‘You have to.’ o 
When we want her not to do something, we say, ‘You can't.’ She 
just turns the words back on us. She is just beginning to be 
aware of the conflict of will between her and the giants who 
run everything. Her big brother, a grown-up to her, often plays 
a game with her. He says, ‘You have to.’ She says, very seri- 
ously, ‘I can’t’ He reverses his field, says, ‘You can't.’ Instantly 
she says, ‘I have to.’ And so on, for as long as he is willing to 
play. 

To almost every question she answers ‘No’, or the negative 
‘Unh-unh’. This does not mean that she thinks no is always the 
Correct answer; she often says no when she knows the correct , 
answer is yes, as when her older sister, whom she loves, says, 
‘Are you my sister?’ The word no, for a two-year-old, is the 
Declaration of Independence and Magna Charta rolled into one, 
Oddly enough, most people seem alarmed by the first signs of 
independence in small children. Modern parents often say, ‘It’s 
just a stage, they'll grow out of it,’ as if it were a disease from 
which, with care and luck, the child might recover. The more 
Old-fashioned ones set out to show the tiny child Who Is Boss, 
though the child feels completely dependent and though his 
desire for greater independence needs all the nourishment it 
can get. f 

Lisa, like all little children, wants to do what the big people 
are doing. This can make problems. At dinner, she insists that 
her food, like everyone else’s, be served from the serving dish 
On to a regular plate, not specially dished out in advance. A few 
Nights ago we were having pork chops. I knew she could not 
Possibly cut a chop and would only eat a few bites from it, so 
l tried to cut off some pieces of a chop for her. She protested, 
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‘I want meat! I want meat!’ I said, ‘I’m giving you meat.’ No 
use; I knew what she wanted, and she knew I knew. An entire 
chop had to be put on her plate. Only after she had sawed 
futilely at it for a while with knife and fork (‘foik’), did she 
allow me to cut some off for her. 

She shows this independence in many ways. In the yard be- 
hind the little house are some swings, attached to the frame 
by chains, so that their height may be adjusted. An older child 
had taken off one of the swings and left it on the ground. Lisa 
wanted to swing on it, and was fooling around with it on the 
ground. I said, ‘Do you want to swing on it?’ she said, ‘No,’ but 
as she always says that, and as she looked as if she wanted to 
swing, I started to attach one of the chains to its hook. She said 
sternly, ‘No fix swing.’ She then took the other chain, and hold- 
ing it by the end began to reach towards the top bar of the 
frame, meanwhile making earnest jumps, which took her about 
an inch-and-a-half off the ground. After a while she gave up and 
turned to something else. I moved towards the swing again- 
Right away she said, ‘No fix swing, John.’ By degrees this turned 
into a game. I would slowly approach the chain; she would 
say, ‘No fix swing.’ I would move away. A little later, we would 
go through it again. Her expression was playful, but she was 
serious. Not until later, when she had gone off on other business 
of her own, was I able to fix the swing. 

Even a year ago she wanted very much to be included in 
any game that people were playing. Then it was easier to fool 
her. If the older children were playing checkers, or Parcheesi, 
or re they could generally appease and get rid of Lisa by 
Rae er a few extra pieces to play with on the floor. But this 

dn’t last for long. She soon saw that cards, or pieces, were 
pned in a particular way, and she wanted to use them 

y ~ on the board itself. This makes it hard for the chess 


players. When she sees a chess game going on, or hears on’ 
mentioned, she immediately wants to play. Not that she parti- 
cularly cares about the ga 


) í me, even as she understands it - O” 
doesn’t understand it - she just doesn’t want to be excluded 
from what the others are doing. Sometimes her brothers try t° 
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hide the game by playing on the top bunk in their room. But 
she soon tracks them down, and begins to say, ‘Need to play 
chess! Need to! Need to!’ No use to give her extra pieces; she 
wants to play right on the board itself. We can only persuade 
her to let the boys finish their game by promising her a chance 
to play later, which she does, happily, with whoever will ‘play’ 
with her, for a long time. 

Her patience and concentration are astonishing. The other 
day she found a green ball-point pen, and took it apart. There 
Were four pieces: the cartridge; the two pieces that made up 
the body of the pen, and that had to be screwed together; and 
a metal band, which had to be put on one of the plastic pieces 
before they were screwed together. There should have been a 
Spring, but by the time I saw the pen, it was gone. I started to 
put the pieces together for her, but she told me not to. She 
Worked clumsily but patiently with the pieces, trying all possible 
Ways of combining them. She was not sure how the pieces 
Ought to look when fitted together, and did not have the skill 
to fit them; nevertheless, she came close. She often got the parts 
together in the proper order, but could not engage the screw 
threads to get the two halves of the case together. Time and 
time again she would seem to have the pieces put together 
Properly, only to have them fall apart. She did not get angry or 
discouraged, and worked on it for more than twenty minutes, 
only stopping when called to lunch. 

As I watched, I thought of many four-year-olds I had seen in 
nursery school trying to put puzzles together, and often getting 
tearful or angry when they could not. Why are older chil- 
dren so much less able to stand the frustration of — let us call 
ìt, not failure, but deferred success? I suspect it is because they 
are already, even in nursery school, in a very competitive, 
status-conscious situation, all struggling for the approval of the 
teacher, or each other. The child who cannot do the puzzle 
knows that older children have already done it, and that the 
teacher and other children expect him to do it, and will be dis- 
appointed or make fun of him, if he can’t do it. But Lisa is 
Still interested only in the pen, and whether she can get it 
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together; she doesn’t care whether other people can do it, or 


what they think of her efforts to do it. To many four-year-olds, — 


doing a puzzle is often only a means to an end — gaining some 
one else’s approval. To Lisa, putting the pen together is an end 
in itself. 


22 March 1963 


The other day Danny did something so exactly like what little 
children are supposed to do that it sounds made up. He has three 
picture puzzles, like jigsaw puzzles, only much simpler. Two 
are the Playskool variety, seen in many nursery schools. The 


other is a very pretty, and much more intricate and interesting | 


Dutch puzzle. Though Danny is only 29 months old, he can put 
these puzzles together with no outside help. It is surprising that 
he should have such skilful fingers, or be able to keep three 


such complicated patterns in his head. He does not do thes¢ — 


puzzles by trial and error, not any more. He knows where 
each piece in each of the puzzles goes. He has a rough order in 
which he likes to put the puzzles together, but he is not a pris 
oner of that order. At any one point there is probably a piece 
that he would rather put in than any other, but if that piece 
doesn’t fall under his eye, he can use another, and place it cor- 
rectly. Itis quite something to watch. 

The other day he was working on one of the Playskool 
puzzles, which is about boats. One of the pieces, which fits along 
an edge, is a cloud. He picked it up, took it to its proper Places 
and tried to fit it in. But he had turned it a little bit away from 
the proper angle, so that he couldn’t get it to go right up to the 


edge. Also, there were no other pieces in place around it to 


guide it in. He struggled and pushed with it, turning it this way 
and that, but couldn't quite get it to fit. He grew more a™ 
more uneasy; he knew that it was supposed to go there. put it 
wouldn’t. His movements became more rapid and anxious: 
Suddenly he turned away from the puzzle, crawled to bis bla® 
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ket, a few feet behind him, grabbed it, stuck his thumb in his 
:mouth, and sat down on the floor, looking at us as if to say, ʻI 
know what to do at a time like this.’ We all laughed delightedly. 
In a moment or so he had recharged his battery enough so 
that he could go back to the puzzle, put in some other pieces, 
and soon finish it, including the piece that had caused the 
trouble. 


7 March 1963 


I had another visit with Danny. We were walking around the 
Visual Arts Centre at Harvard, when he looked up and saw the 
moon. He pointed it out to us. A moment later, after we had 
walked a short way up the street, he looked up and noticed 
it again. He seemed surprised to see it in what may have seemed 
to be a different place. 

He talks a great deal. I notice that, when we say something to 
him, he will often repeat the last word or two, as if for prac- 
tice. s 

When we got home, we invented two good games. I don’t 
know how either of them got started. There was a small, soft 
cushion on the couch. For some reason, at one point, I threw it 
to him. He caught it, and threw it back. This was very exciting 
for him. I imagine that following the cushion through the air 
with his eyes, and timing his grab with its arrival, was a good 
exercise in coordination. It is also an easy game, since the 
Cushion is soft, does not bounce away from him, and is easy 
to hold on to. He also has a big balloon that he likes to catch, 
though it behaves quite differently. 

The other game was ‘hit-the-bed’. When we were playing 
Catch, I was sitting on a day bed. I felt that this little boy had 
more energy on hand than he could either contain or get rid 
of, and remembering how Lisa used to love to hit the cushion 
of a chair with a stick, making a noise that made her blink, I 
raised my hand over my head and brought it, palm down, hard 
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as I could, on the bed, making a good, solid noise. Danny was 
delighted. 1 said to him, ‘You hit the bed.’ He came up and gave 
it a rather tentative slap. I said, ‘Oh, you can hit it harder than 
that? and gave it another good smack. But not until after 
several tries did he let go his inhibitions and hit as hard as he 
could. 

From this beginning the game developed. During our game 
of catch with the pillow, every so often he would stop and say, 
‘Hit the bed.’ Each time I hit it with all my might; each time he 
laughed. Then one time, for no reason, with no plan in mind, 
instead of hitting the bed hard, I gave it only a little pat. 
Then I said, ‘Shall I hit it harder?’ He said, ‘Yes.’ I hit it slightly 
harder, then repeated my question. Another yes. A harder blow; 
the same question; another yes, and so four or five times, until 
I was hitting it as hard as I could. We went through the cycle 
a couple of times. The third time, after giving the bed a light 
tap, I waited. He looked at me a second, then said, ‘Harder!’ I 
hit it harder, but not very. Again, ‘Harder!’ I'put on a little 
more steam. Again, and louder than before, ‘Harder!’ And so 
we progressed until I hit a full-sized blow. He was delighted and 
excited by this game; later we played it for his parents. 
Eas asily and naturally from the situation of the 
E = H ae not likely to get good games by planning 
playswithchilaven jA putrwe probably, will ‘get’ them df 
Panis we Sree the fun of it. And whatever the 
regret, if the child ready to give it up, instantly and without 

3 is not enjoying it. It’s tempting to think, 


‘If I can just get him to do thi: whi i joy it.’ 
s for joy it. 
But he won't È a a while, he will enjoy 


Danny has become so good at doing his Playskool puzzles that 
his parents have bought him some jigsaw puzzles. He now has 
two or three of these that he can put together very well. Last 
night he was working on one that shows a picture of a Mexican 
boy and two goats. It was amazing to watch him. He has some | 
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Picture of the completed puzzle in his mind. It tells him that 
this piece goes here and that piece there. He looks at the pieces 
for a few seconds, then suddenly reaches out, picks a piece, 
and puts it where he thinks it should go. Four times out of five, 
he is right. And when he is wrong, he usually sees very quickly 
that he is, and without any fuss gives up his attempt to make 
the piece go where it should not. 

Last night there was one exception. He tried to put a piece 
into a spot. It was almost the right shape, and the colours 
matched quite well, though not exactly. It seemed clear that he 
does not have a feeling for an exact colour match; he doesn’t 
do puzzles this way. The piece was just close enough to being 
right so that he felt it should go in. Before long he had passed the 
Point at which he could give up the effort to make it fit. Pride, 
face, had become involved. You could see him getting angry, 
and a bit frightened, as children do when a part of the world 
that had been making sense suddenly stops making it. His 
father began trying to persuade him to consider the idea that 
this might be the wrong piece. He went at it very gently and’ 
tactfully. But the boy wasn’t ready to admit that; he knew it 
Was the right piece, only it just wouldn’t go! After a while I had 
a hunch. I said, ‘Why don’t you put it here, outside, for a min- 
ute, and put some of the other pieces in, and then try it later. 
Let it alone for a minute.’ This he was ready to-do. He put in 
a few other pieces, and then took the difficult piece and with- 
Out any hesitation put it into the place that had by this time 

Come ready for it. It turned out to be next to the place 
Where he had been trying to put it: he had not been very far 
Wrong after all. 

It seems to me that there is some kind of lesson in this for 
Students and teachers alike. There are times when even the 
most skilful learner must admit to himself that for the time 

Ing he is trying to butt his head through a stone wall, and 
BON there is no-sense in it. At guch times teachers are inclined 
x use students as a kind of human battering ram. I’ve done it 
0 often myself. It doesn’t work. 

anny, his parents and I went next door to visit a little girl 
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about his age. She also had some of those Playskool puzzles, 
but apparently had not been able to put them together. Her 
way of playing with the puzzle was to take a piece, any piece 
at all, stick it into what was obviously an impossible place, look 
around, and make a kind of isn’t-that-silly? giggle. Her strat- 


egy is very like that of older children and adults, a strategy of 


deliberate failure. If you can’t play a game the way it is sup- 
_ posed to be played, turn it into a game that you can play. If 
you can’t do it right, do it wrong, but so obviously wrong that 


everyone will see that you are not trying to do it right, and that 


you don’t think it is worth trying to do right. 

Later, back at Danny’s house, he put some of his puzzles out 
on the floor. He had already done one, and was full of energy 
and confidence. Suddenly he began doing what the little girl 
had done earlier, putting pieces in what were clearly the 
wrong places, looking at me, and laughing. This was a big joke: 
but it was very different from the girl's self-protective, camou- 
flage joke. He knew he could do the puzzle right, and he chose 
to pretend to do it wrong, just because it was funny. At first 
the importance of this escaped me, perhaps because we soon 
were doing other things. But later he was showing us one of 
his favourite books, about machines — construction and earth- 
moving machines, whose names he knew by heart, and loved 
to say. Then he turned to the inside cover of the book, where 
there were a number of Walt Disney characters. Some he knew 
others he asked us. Soon he went back to the inside of the book 
again, but now he played a different game. At each page he would 
show us a machine and tell us something that the machine was 
not; thus he looked at the picture of the cement mixer and 
said, ‘Tractor’, and at the picture of the steam shovel and said, 
Combine’, with great relish and enjoyment. To look at some 
thing and deliberately call it something else was a good joke- 

This seems a very healthy, confident, and powerful attitude 
towards the world of symbols. They are ours to use as we Wish- 
We can use them correctly if we want; but if we want to us® 


them incorrectly, for a joke, we can do that too. We are in 
charge, not the symbols. 
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This feeling, that when you know how to do something right 
it is often fun to do it wrong, is strong in children. Adults who 
meet it tend to discourage it. I think this is a mistake, perhaps 
a serious one, and that the kind of thing I saw my little friend 
doing the other night should be enjoyed and encouraged. It is 
not always necessary to be right. _ 

Children can learn some cause-and-effect games when they 
are very young. When I was last in France, I was visiting a 
young schoolteacher and his family. Their boy was less than a 
year-and-a-half old. I often used to watch him in his crib, talk 
to him, play with him. One of his toys was a rubber ring, about 
the size of a deck-tennis ring, slightly bigger than a doughnut. 
One day, as he watched, I put it on top of my head. After a 
second or two I nodded my head and the ring slid down over 
my face and fell. Then I put the ring on his head. He did the 
same thing. This turned into a good game. After we each had had 
several turns I put the ring on my head and waited. He 
Watched me for a few seconds; then he made an insistent duck- 
ing motion with his head. I ducked my head, and the ring fell 
off. He was delighted, and we did this over and over again. 

Once, years before, with a still younger child, not more than 
seven or eight months old, I played the game of ‘Bump’. I was 
Carrying her around, and for some reason, I forget what, we 
b umped heads gently. I said, ‘Bump’. She seemed to enjoy the 
incident, so I said, ‘Bump’ again, and again bumped my fore- 
head lightly against hers. After a few times, she understood the 
game, and when I said, ‘Bump’, would bump her forehead 
against mine — and then give me a huge smile. 


Tt May 1960 
A few days ago, about forty minutes before regular classes 
Started, I took my electric portable typewriter into the three- 
year-olds’ classroom. When I went in, I didn’t say anything, 
Just went over to a corner of the room, set the machine up on 


37 


How Children Learn 


a low table, and, very slowly, one finger at a time, began to 
type. For a while the children circled warily at a distance, now 
and then, in the middle of their play, casting quick glances at 
me out of the corners of their eyes. Gradually the bolder chil- 
dren came closer and closer. Finally, as I had hoped, one of 
them came up close and asked if he could do it. I said, ‘Sure, if 
you want to.’ Before long they all wanted a turn. While one 
typed, the others crowded around the machine, pushing silently 
and insistently, like people waiting for a train. The typewriter 
was almost too popular. I couldn’t let any one child type for 
even as long as five minutes, which wasn’t enough time for them 
to do much investigating and exploring, let alone discovering. 
Also, the child working with the machine was more than a little 
distracted by the excitement of the other children. 


9 May 1960 


The three-year-olds continue to be fascinated with the type 
writer. John is usually one of the first to come in each morning- 
As soon as he sees me, he asks for a turn. He also likes to plug 
in the machine. On about the fourth day with the machine, he 
a to me as I left to go to my own class, ‘Mr Holt, you have 
oe oie Aisa over to my house.’ Two others then said 
_On the fifth day John discovered the gadget that changes the 
ribbon from red to black, and noticed that it made a difference 
in the colours that came out on the paper. By now all the vet 
erans know about this gadget and like to work it. They are be 
ginning to be slightly more interested in the marks made 00 
the Paper, instead of just running the machine for the sake of 
making it go. They might be even more interested if the letters 
made by the typewriter were bigger. 

Elsie (aged five-and-a-half), sister of Charlie, had a tur 
She can read and spell. She wrote, without help, ‘DEAR DADDY? 
I LOVE YOU AND YOUR ROOM. This excited antl aroused Matt 
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(four). He wanted to write something to his father. I showed 
him what keys to hit to make DEAR DADDY. He wrote DDEAR 
DDADDY. But this was all he could think of to say. Perhaps the 
slowness of having to hunt for the letters made his thinking 
freeze up. He was torn between his desire to make the machine 
80 lickety-split, and his desire to make it say something. 

Charlie (just four years old), unlike most of these kids, wants 
to know what the letters are as he hits them. He is deliberate,- 
hits one key at a time, and looks at the mark he has made. Per- 
haps, in time, he might lead the group to new discoveries. One 
day, looking down through the keyboard, he noticed the spin- 
ning bar inside the machine — the one that moves the keys. He 
Was eager to find out what it was. 

On about the sixth day Matt, looking at the letters and 
numerals on the paper, suddenly said, ‘There’s the number five!’ 
He was very excited to see something he recognized. 

When the children first started using the machine, they 
Would type up to the end of a line and then go on typing, not 
Noticing that nothing was happening. After a while I started 
Saying, when we reached the end of a line, ‘End of the line!’ 

fore returning the carriage. By now they all know how to use 

€ carriage return, and when to use it; I hardly ever have to 
Say ‘End of the line’ anymore. Charlie likes to say it himself 
each time he returns the carriage. 

A few of the children have become skilful and surprisingly 
gentle at untangling stuck keys. 

_-ome days'later Matt wanted to write FATHER. I wrote it for 
um on a piece of paper. He found the F and the A on the key- 
board by himself; I showed him the others. Then he found a 
most ingenious way to satisfy his desire to make the machine 
80 fast as well as his desire to use it to say something. He wrote: 
E EEEE EANNA AA AOTEA ARARA FTES AeA oI 
Charlie can find, and likes to find, the C with which his name 
ae When I asked whether he could find the other letters, 
gave me an anxious look, so I quickly let the matter 
top. How strongly and immediately children react to being 
PUt on this Kind of spot. He likes to have me name the keys that 
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he hits. He knows that in the top row the numeral keys are 
followed by a dash and then the equals sign, and he often re- 
members to say ‘dash’ and ‘equals’ even when I don’t. 

For much of the year, when I entered the room, John has 
told me that he was the sheriff and that I would have to go tO 
jail. I thought of the success that Sylvia Ashton-Warner had 
had, teaching her children words that they really were excited 
about. So one day I wrote, in large capitals on a sheet of paper, 
GO TO JAIL. I showed it to John and told him what it said. I 
thought he might be interested in writing it on the typewriter. 
So much for bright ideas — he couldn’t have cared less. He then 
asked me to write, with pencil, Go HOME; but to my surprise, 
he showed no interest in writing any of those letters on the 
typewriter. However, he still gets angry if other children write 
J, which he claims is his letter. 


2 April 1961 


The other afternoon Scott, who will be six in a few months, 
was fooling around with the electric typewriter. Like most 
vf the five-year-old who have used it in class this year, he has 
Poea on it, first of all, as a machine to make go and, secondly, 
i ete making many marks on a sheet of paper. He 
ees a on it as an easy way of writing, that is, saying 
alte ae e other hand, he doesn’t look on any kind of 
be eee of saying something. Writing, for him and 
eS ee » 18 a way of making certain kinds of marks, 

h the a ults seem to like, with a pencil or crayon. It has 
nothing to do with getting speech on to paper. 

At any rate, he had the shift lock depressed and was happily 
making patterns of dollar signs. By mistake he released the shi 
lock, so that he began to get, instead of dollar signs, a row of 
4s. He didn’t like this, and said so. Then he went about trying 
to get his dollar signs back. With much audible muttering © 
Let's try this’, he pressed first one unmarked key and the? 
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another, getting various unexpected and unwanted results, 
until he finally hit the shift lock and the missing dollar sign 
was restored, to his great satisfaction. 

His teacher later said that there was a noticeable difference 
between the ‘bright’ kids in the class and the less ‘bright’, in 
that the bright ones made a very deliberate use of the scientific 
method, the selective use of trial and error. Not only did they 
use this as a way of finding out what they wanted to know, 
but they were conscious of using it. The question is, do they 
use the method because they are bright, or is it the use of the 
method that makes them bright? 

In the last year or two I have seen a good deal of Tommy, 
Lisa’s little brother. He too is a tireless and resourceful experi- 
menter. When he was two-and-a-half, he liked to plug the 
vacuum cleaner into the electric socket, so that he could hear 
the motor start. Since no amount of threats and punishment 
Seemed to keep him away from plugs, and since the house is 
full of them, we decided the best thing to do was concentrate 
on making sure that he used plugs correctly — which he did. 
Like most children, he is eager to learn to do things the right 
way. 

One day, as I watched him plug in the vacuum cleaner, I 
brought over the end of the suction pipe, which had no attach- 
ments on it, and invited him to feel the end of the pipe. He was 
surprised to find his hand sucked hard against it. He liked this, 
and did it over and over. This added a new dimension to his 
experiment. Now, each time he put in the plug, he would feel 
the end of the pipe. u 

I felt, watching him do this, that for a while he was not sure 
€ach time, whether his hand would be sucked or not. Just be- 
Cause it happened once did not necessarily mean that it would 
happen again. It takes children some time to learn that, in 
Many cases, a particular event A will always be followed by 
Some other event B, and that if B follows A once, you can 
Count on it to do so again. : 

One day he was happily plugging and unplugging the vac- 
uum cleaner and testing the suction with his hand. Suddenly 
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he looked thoughtfully at pipe and plug. He had an idea. Very 
deliberately he brought the end of the pipe over to the socket, 
and then with his other hand felt the plug! He seemed surprised 
to feel no suction. He repeated the experiment a time or tw0, 
again without results. Then he went back to his original game- 
It is hard not to feel that the experiment he had done showed 
a kind of mental skill that one would not expect in a two-and- 
a-half-year-old. 

Yet there are odd limitations to what little children can do. 
The following summer, at age three, he was dragging one of 
his favourite toys — the garden hose — around the yard. Sud- 
denly the hose, which was looped around a small cottonwood 
sapling that we had planted not long before, came up taut, and 
he could pull no further. It seemed easy enough to see what 
was happening; the tree wasn’t far away from him. But he just 
pulled harder and harder, getting frustrated and angry. Finally 
he asked for help, and I led him and the hose around the tree, 
thus freeing him. I think he would have understood the hose 
being caught if something heavy had been lying on it. But he 
could not imagine that anything as static and passive as a tree 
could be causing the trouble. 


Tommy, too, has had his turn at the typewriter. I was typing 
one day in the living room, when he came in and saw me. He 
wanted a turn, so I put him on a chair before me and he 
started. Right away he surprised me. He is a very bold, ener- 
getic, exuberant little boy. I thought he might begin to bang 
on the keys, like other three-year-olds I have known. But no ~ 
he hit them quite carefully, and deliberately, one ata time. IS 
Ton K think that, living in a Foniy where many 
and machi i 

of respect for S and can fix them, he has a kind 

Like all little children, he was fascinated with the type 
writer, first of all, as a machine, something to make go. He 
made a move; it made a move. Like other small children, he 
looked intently at each key he hit. Only once in a while did 
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he look at the paper to see the mark he had made; when he did 
look, he did not look carefully to see what mark had been 
made, much less compare it with the letter he had hit. This 
might have come in time, but we never got to that point. 
On the other hand, like most children, he was interested in 
the names of at least some of the letters he was hitting. Very 
soon, he asked me where O was. I showed him. I also told him 
the names of some other letters he hit, though not all of them, 
and not all the time. After a while he asked me where E was, 
and where A was. Had he known them before he heard me 
mention them? I don’t know. I showed him where they were, 
and it was only a very short time before he knew where all 
three of these letters were on the keyboard. He would say, 
‘Where O is?’ I would say, ‘Where do you think?’ He would 
Point to it. 

This game was fun. But it was not as much fun as we adults 
tend to think, and he quickly invented a yariation of it. He 
would ask where O, (or A, or E) was; I would show him, and 
he would say, ‘That’s not O’ (or A, or E). There was a trace of 
exasperation in his tone. Then he would point to some other 
letter — remember that he had been able to point to O in the 
first place — and say that it was O. I would say, ‘No that's U 
(or whatever it was). He did not insist; but he did this many 
times. I was puzzled what to make of it. Remembering Lisa at. 
the same age, I guessed that this might be his way of resisting 
and reacting to a situation in which I was in control and had 
all the information, all the right answers. He was asserting 
himself, and his right to make some of the rules. I don’t think 
he liked the idea that O had to be where I said it was. Though I 
doubt if he had any such conscious and definite thought in mind, 
I think he felt that if I could name letters, why couldn’t 
he? Why didn’t he have as much right as I to say where O 
Was? 

He insisted on being alléwed to put the paper into the 
machine. In this he was unusual among the small children 1 have 
Worked with. It was a tricky job. Unless you get the paper all 
the way in to where the rollers grip it, nothing happens when 
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you try to turn the platen (the roller against which you type). 
He often found himself in this jam. When he had turned a 
while without anything happening, he would let me push the 
paper down far enough for the rollers to engage it; but he 
had to have his chance to do it first. The next problem was that 
the paper would go in crooked. I could usually say, ‘Here, let 
me straighten that out a bit,’ and do so. Then the paper would 
come up in front of the type, and get caught on the bar that 
holds it firmly against the platen. For the first few times this 
happened, I would lift up the bar and push the paper under 
it; after that, he was able to do it for himself. 

At one point he asked to see ‘the noise’. By this he meant 
the electric motor, which could be heard humming away 
inside. I said, ‘Do I really have to take it all the way out of its 
case?’ He insisted; so I did. He looked at the motor, touched it. 
He looked as if he would like to take it out altogether. I don’t 
remember any other child ever asking to see the motor before - 
but he comes from a very mechanical family. 

It was near the very end of my visit that we began work- 
pee typewriter. In the short time we did work, he 
es ae desire to learn the names of letters other 
ae ae oe aem ag then he would ask the names of 
tari ae i ue oe and he seemed not to remember 
AAE = ing that what he wanted to find out about 
E Sas, ow to operate it, and once he felt he knew 
Fe ae ot much more of importance to learn. Per- 

PS, more time, he would haye become interested in 
what the machine was doing. 


* 


What Tommy really liked to work was the player piano. It 
began with watching his older sister, Lisa, work it. She plays 
it often for the sake of the music. He wanted to play it because 
she does, as he wants to do everýthing she can do. He could 
barely reach the pedals, and had to work like a Trojan to make 
them go. To keep himself in the piano stool, he had to hold the 
edge of the piano with both hands. But then the stool, sitting 
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on a hardwood floor, would begin to slide away from the piano. 
After a while, it would gradually slide him out of reach. He 
would have to get off, move the stool back, get back on, and 
begin again. Once, watching this, I said, ‘Here, I'll hold the stool,’ 
and did so. This worked fine, but now I had a permanent job, 
From then on, every time he wanted to play, I would hear his 
Piercing voice: ‘John! John!’ If I was doing something else, 
and didn’t want to stop, I would lie low; but that was neven 
much good. Eventually he would track me down and say, 
‘Peash help me.’ It was impossible to resist. I would ask, know- 
ing what he wanted, ‘What do you want me to do?’ He would 
Say, ‘Hold that tool.’ Off we would go. 
He was mainly interested in the pi 
thing to make go. When he began, we thought that if he tried 
to put in the piano roll, he would tear it. So we told him to let 
One of the older people put it in. At first he didn’t mind: 
there were many other things in and on the piano to think 
about. But after a while he found that this meant that he 
Couldn’t play unless he could first hunt up someone to put in 
a roll, which was a nuisance. Also, he saw other people putting 
ìn the roll, so why couldn’t he? 
_ In Tommy’s family, when a machine breaks down, someone 
In the family instantly tears it apart and fixes it. His father has 
always been an expert mechanic, and the feeling that ma- 
chines can be fixed by anyone has been absorbed by ies 
Oys, who as a matter of routine take bikes, automobiles, or 
anything else apart and put them together again. sonenn 
ing is broken, the little boy expects someone to ‘fit ies 
rst instinct, faced with a machine, like the player piano, is to 


Ve into its innards and see how everything works. 
in a piano roll, and to 


lever to adjust the side- 


ano as a machine; some- 


Wi ts he was getting. Another 
= it. Still another, under the 
tone of the piano, giving it a 


keyboard, made a change in 
twangier sound. He found all 
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these levers, and used all of them. In fact, for him, playing 
the piano meant operating every control in sight. 

After a while he asked me what the lever was for that 
moved the roll from side to side. I showed him the holes in the 
paper, and how they moved over a brass perforated rod, which 
in turn made the piano play. Did he understand everything I 
said? I don’t know, or care. From then on, it was a part of his 
piano-playing routine to climb up on the stool, inspect some 
of the holes in the roll, say, ‘Hole all right,’ and get down again 
to go on playing. I guess I had once said that the holes were all 
right to discourage him from examining them; if I was going 
to have to hold the stool for him while he played, I wanted him 
to play, not inspect. But it didn’t work out that way. He re- 
membered my remark, and made the hole inspection a regular 
part of his playing. 

It makes me think how much children must have learned 
from watching people do real work, in the days when a child 
could see people doing real work. It is not so easy to manage 
this now. So much of the so-called work done in our society is 
not work at all, certainly not as a child could understand it; so 
much of the rest is done by machines. But there are still plenty 
of craftsmen, of all kinds. What a good thing it would be if a 
way could be found for many children to see them at their 
work, and to be able to ask them questions about it. 

_ Back to the player piano. Some of the controls I have men- 
tioned are underneath a little hinged strip of wood at the edge 
of the keyboard. Once, when he started to play, again with the 
idea of discouraging him from fooling too much with the con- 
trols, I closed this hinged cover, saying, ‘Let's get this out of the 
Hae pr Ta became part of his regular routine. Every 50 
this out of the a 8, he would close this cover and say, ‘Get 

‘Thus children learn that certain phrases go along with cer- 
tain actions, fit into certain situations, Is this use of language 
imitative? To some extent. But it is not on that account blind 
or purposeless imitation. A real connexion has been found, and 
is used. Also, the child soon joins the phrase, ‘Get this out of the 
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Way,’ to the act of getting the thing out of the way, and knows 
that the one means the other. The question would be, how soon 
can he use the same phrase in a different context? Perhaps he 
may have to hear it used in another context before he realizes 
that it can fit, not just one situation, but many. 

Another thing he learned to do was fold back the pedals and 
close the doors, thus making the piano into a regular piano. He 
also liked to work the sliding doors that covered the roll mech- 
anism. At one point, watching the piano keys move up and 
down as he pumped the pedals, he got the idea of holding on to 
One of the keys, to see what would happen, to find out, perhaps, 
how strong was the force moving them. Fearing he might break 
Something, I prevented this contest of strength. 

He also liked to turn the crank that raises and lowers the grill 
on the outdoor charcoal grill. Now and then he lowered it all 
the way and since he kept on turning, backed the crank out of 
the screw threads, so that it came loose. When this happened, 
he tried to screw the crank back. Some kinds of screws he can 
thread, but this one was too tricky for him. Usually, after 
trying a while, he left the handle on the ground, or carried it 
around a while before leaving it. We learned to recognize it, 
even in odd places, and to take it back to the grill. We let the 
game go on, because it is a good and valuable game. To crank 
a handle one way, and see that something goes up, and then to 
Crank it the other way, and see the thing go down, is an inter- 
€sting and important experiment for a small child. He not only 
learns how this particular crank works; he also learns that 
Many actions have regular and predictable effects, and that the 
World is in many ways a sensible and trustworthy place. ’ 

About a year after all these experiments took place, his 


mother wrote me, in part: 


He is the most noticing, thoughtful, quick little boy and he hates 
to be taught. Hè loves to learn things and stores up all sorts of 
facts for future use. He uses his tools (screwdriver, hammer, spade 
and rake, saw, etc.) with great skill and care. He loves to do things 
With us ~ he plants and waters for me - clips the grass — strains sand 
for cement, etc. — is busy and curious. But when we try (as we are 
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now) to teach him something like ABCDEFG, which appears to be 
without meaning or use he just can’t bear it — in fact he becomes 
furious and frustrated — almost in tears. How will he react to school 


this fall? 
Lisa is a super-serious student ~ she now has an all A report card 


and really worries about her grades. She hates to be unprepared for 
school and yet she really deeply dislikes it... 


14 October 1963 


The other day, I brought to school an old army bugle that I 
had bought second-hand for eight dollars. When the first- 
grade and kindergarten children went out to recess, I took the 
bugle out. I gave it a tentative blat or two (I can’t play it), and 
about 20 children crowded around me, clamouring for a turn. 
I lined them up, and off we went. Quite a number of them knew, 
from having watched me, what to do with their lips. Others 
put the whole mouthpiece in their mouths, like a lollipop, Þe- 
fore realizing that that wouldn’t work. Then they tried it the 
ae yer Some I had to show, pursing my lips and blowing 
Ce Se what had to be done. Nine out of ten children 
Keeni 2 get a good sound — that is, a strong sound — out of 
a ae : oe could make as much noise on it as I could. They 
aa a a pleasure and satisfaction from it — particularly 
ace ie hardly get it away from him. And a few, sad, 
Pak ittle children would come up, give a weak puff through 
Instrument, and hand it back to me with a resigned eX 
aoe: Why did these few give up so easily 2 Fi 
bugle, it made her Fe ete please stop playing on 
But it was interesti © nervous. So that was the end of that- 
getically and eae to see, if only for a short while, how ener- 
the problem of lently most of these little children tackled 
of getting a sound out of a difficult instrument. 
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8 November 1963 


On days when I have a lesson, I bring my cello to school, take 
it to a classroom, and give the children a turn at ‘playing’ it. 
Except for the timid ones, who make a few half-hearted passes 
With the bow and then quit, almost all little children attack the» 
cello in the same way. They are really doing three things at 
Once: they are making the machine go; they are enjoying the 
luxury of making sounds; and they are making scientific ex- 
Periments. They start off by working the bow vigorously back 
and forth across one of the strings. They keep this up for a 
long time. Just the feel and sound of it are exciting. Then they 
begin to vary their bowing a bit, trying different rhythms. After 
a while, they begin to move the bow so that it touches more 
than one string, or they move to another string. But it is impor- 
tant to note that the first few times they do this, they do not 
Seem to be doing it in the spirit of an experiment, to find out 
What will happen. They do it for the sake of doing it. They have 
een bowing one way, making one kind of noise; now they 
Want to bow another way, and make another kind of noise. 
Only after some time does it seem to occur to them that there 
Was a relation between the way they bowed and the kind a 
poe they got. Then there is quite a change in their way a 
oing things. This time they move more deliberately, watch- 
fully, thoughtfully, from one string to another. You can almost 
ear them thinking, ‘Ah, this string makes this kind of noise, 
and that string makes that kind of noise.’ But they have to 
do a good deal of what seems like random bowing, activity for 
its own sake, before they begin to think about what they are 


oing. The i uite a mass of raw sensory data 
y Rave? Pea and make sense of it. 


f bowing they begin to 
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strong enough to hold the strings down ae sate Ma 
important, they do not at first make the s aie ae 
sure they are holding down the same SIDE ey ere fanaa 
The bow works furiously across all the strings. The left a 
goes up and down the strings, pressing them here and the ; 
but the two activities are not connected. While this goes on, 7 
say nothing. After a while, the child begins to be aware o 
» something. What? Perhaps his left hand becomes aware, so 
speak, of holding down a vibrating string some of the time, 
and a silent string the rest of the time. Perhaps he becomes 
aware that some of the time his left hand affects the sound, 
and some of the time it does not. At any rate, after a while he 
begins to make a deliberate effort to hold down the same string 
he is bowing on, looking from one hand to the other. This is 
harder than it looks, especially for a little child holding the 
cello in a very awkward position. When he gets the hang of 
it, he bows away some more, pressing down here and there on 
the bowed string, again in what seems like a random, undirected 
way, for some time, before he begins to conduct a series of new 
experiments, this time to see what happens when he moves 
his hand up and down the string. x 
It doesn’t take a child long, by such steps, to grasp the basic 
idea of the cello, the relationship of the bow, the string, and 
the left hand. But while he has been figuring this out, he has 
been ceaselessly active. One could say that he is having too 
much fun — a weak word, really — playing the cello to want to 
take time to figure it out. A scientist might say that, along with 
his useful data, the child has collected an enormous quantity 
of random, useless data. A trained scientist wants to cut all ir- 
relevant data out of his experiment. He is asking nature a ques- 
tion, and he wants to cut down the noise, the static, the random 
information, to a minimum, so that he can hear the answer- 
But a child doesn’t work that way. He is used to getting his 
answers out of the noise. He has, after all, grown up in a strange 
world where everything is noise, where he can only understand 
and make sense of a tiny part of what he experiences. His way 
of attacking the cello problem is to produce the maximum 
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amount of data possible, to do as many things as he can, to use 
his hands and the bow in as many ways as possible. Then, as 
he goes along, he begins to notice regularities and patterns. He 
begins to ask questions — that is, to make deliberate experi- 
ments. But it is vital to note that until he has a great deal of 
data, he has no idea what questions to ask, or what questions 
there are to be asked. 
. There is a special sense in which it may be fair to say that 
the child scientist is a less efficient thinker than the adult 
Scientist. He is not as good at cutting out unnecessary and use- 
less information, at simplifying the problem, at figuring out 
how to ask questions whose answers will give him the most 
information. Thus, a trained adult thinker, seeing a cello for 
the first time, would probably do in a few seconds what it takes 
a child much longer to do — bow each of the strings to see what 
Sounds they give, and then see what effect holding down a string 
With the left hand has on the sound made by that string. That 
is, if ~ and it is a very big if — he could bring himself to touch 
the Cello at all. Where the young child, at least until his think- 
ing has been spoiled by adults, has a great advantage is in situ- 
ations — and many, even most, real-life situations are like this 
~ where there is so much seemingly senseless data that it is im- 
Possible to tell what questions to ask. He is much better at tak- 
ing in this kind of data; he is better able to tolerate its 
Confusion; and he is much better at picking out the patterns, 
Caring the faint signal amid all the noise. Above all, he is 
Much less likely than adults to make hard and fast conclusions 
On the basis of too little data, or having made such conclusions, 
to refuse to consider any new data that does not support them. 
And these are the vital skills of thought which, in our hurry 
to get him thinking the way we do, we may very well stunt or 
€stroy in the process of ‘educating’ him. 
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Sitting in hi 

a his stroller, in a local store the other day, was a child 
ES spate old. His mother was busy in the store, and he 
ES rbed in his own affairs, playing with his stroller, look- 
10 him ee fruit and juice. I watched him. Suddenly he said 
aan ri Beng-goo.’ After a few seconds he said it again, then 
you’ ? ive so perhaps ten times. Was he trying to say, ‘Thank 
Was sayi re probably he had hit on this sound by accident and 
andi ying it over and over because he liked the way it sounded, 

A elt in his mouth. 
She a months ago, I saw quite a bit of another one-year-old. 
sound to say, Leedle-leedle-leedle-leedle” It was her favourite 
she ence she said it all the time; indeed that was about all 
cat) — fea and then she would add an emphatic ‘al’ (as in 
corey edle-leedle-leedle-a!’ I asked her father how she had 
one h o make that sound. Was she imitating a sound that some- 
ad made to her? No; apparently she had Jearned to stick ~ 


(g 
T tongue out and bring it back in quickly, and liked the feel of 
e day, as she was 


it, any 
(Babies like all tongue-waggling games.) On 
and was amazed 


o s 
ing this, she made a sound with her voice, 
ent of her tongue did 


a * 
S “pitighted to hear what the movem 
ake sees After much practice she found that she could 
mouth sound without having to put her tongue outside her 
- It felt good, and it sounded good, so she kept it up for 


a 
ee or two before moving on to something else. 
itselp fe sound feels seems to be as important as the sound 
Sy Veryone who has watched babies knows how pleased 
a T when they first discoyer how to make a Bronx cheer. 
moth, ey do discover it; this sound, at least, is one that their 
er would never teach them. ` 
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In France, some years ago, I was surprised to hear an 
eighteen-month-old boy, while babbling away, make the sound 
of the French ‘u’. Perhaps there was no reason to be surprised; 
everyone who talked to him called him ‘tu’. But I had never 
heard a baby make that sound before, and had had a very hard 
time to get even a few of my French students to make it. of 
course, my students were anxious and self-conscious, and this 

«baby was not — which makes a world of difference. 

Why does a baby begin to make sounds in the first place? Is 
it instinctive, like crying? It seems not to be. A puppy raised 
apart from other dogs will know how to bark when he gets old 
enough. But the few children we know of who grew up with- 
out human contact, grew up almost wholly mute. Babies in 
under-staffed foundling hospitals, who see very little of older 
people, are said, except for crying, to be almost silent. Appar- 
ently it is from hearing people speak around them that babies 
get the idea of ‘speaking’. When they make their first sounds, 
are they imitating the sounds they hear around them? Or are 
they inventing, so to speak, from scratch? Perhaps at first they 
mostly invent, and imitate more later. 

It is a remarkable business. We are so used to talking that wè 
forget that it takes a very subtle and complicated coordination 
of lips, tongue, teeth, palate, jaws, cheeks, voice, and breath. 
Simply as a muscular skill it is by far the most complicated and 
difficult that most of us ever learn, at least as difficult as the 
skill required to master a serious musical instrument. We rea- 
lize how difficult speech is only when we first try to make the 
sounds of a language very different from our own. Suddenly 
we find out that our mouths and tongues won't do what W? 
want. Yet every child learns to make the sounds of his oW? 
language. If he lives where more than one language is spoken, e 
makes the sounds of them all. How does he do it? His coor 
tion is poor to start with; how does hi t man 
adults find so difficult? eagle 

The answer seems to be by patient and persistent exper 
ment; by trying many thousands of times to make souno” 
syllables, and words; by comparing his own sounds tO 
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sounds made by people around him; and by gradually bringing 
his own sounds closer to the others; above all, by being willing 
to do things wrong even while trying his best to do them right. - 


* 


Bill Hull once said to me, ‘If we taught children to speak, they’d 
never learn.’ I thought at first he was joking. By now I realize 
that it was a very important truth. Suppose we decided that ° 
WWE had to ‘teach’ children to speak. How would we go about 
it? First, some committee of experts would analyse speech and 
break it down into a number of separate ‘speech skills’. We 
Would probably say that, since speech is made up of sounds, 
a child must be taught to make all the sounds of his language 
before he can be taught to speak the language itself. Doubt- 
less we ‘would list these sounds, easiest and commonest ones 
first, harder and rarer ones next. Then we would begin to teach 
infants these sounds, working our way down the list. Perhaps, 
in order not to ‘confuse’ the child — ‘confuse’ is an evil word to 
Many educators — we would not let the child hear much ordin- 
ary speech, but would only expose him to the sounds we were 
trying to teach. 

Along with our sound list, we would have a syllable list and 
a Word list. 

When the child had learned to make all the sounds on the 
Sound list, we would begin to teach him to combine the sounds 
into syllables, When he could say all the syllables on the syllable 

St, we would begin to teach him the words on our word list. 

the same time, we would teach him the rules of grammar, 

Y means of which he could combine these newly-learned 

Words into sentences. Everything would be planned with no- 

ing left to chance; there would be plenty of drill, review, 
and tests, to make sure that he had not forgotten anything. 

Suppose we tried to do this; what would happen? What 
Would happen, quite simply, is that most children, before they 
Bot very far, would become baffled, discouraged, humiliated, 
and fearful, and would quit trying to do what we asked them. 

> Outside of our classes, they lived a normal infant's life, 
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many of them would probably ignore our ‘teaching’ and learn 
to speak on their own. If not, if our control of their lives was 
complete (the dream of too many educators), they would take 
refuge in deliberate failure and silence, as so many of them 
do when the subject is reading. 


„Last summer, in a supermarket, a young mother came with her 
baby to the meat counter, and began to discuss with him, in the 
most lively and natural way, what meat they should get for 
supper. This piece of meat looked nice, but it was too expens 
ive — terrible what was happening to food prices. This piece 
might be all right, but it would take too long to cook; they 
had many other errands to do and would not get home before 
four o'clock. These chops looked good, but they had had them 
just two nights ago. And so on. There was nothing forced or 
affected in her words or her voice; she might have been talking 
to someone her own age. 

A year or more ago, some friends and I dropped in on some 
people who had a six-month-old baby. She was well-rested and 
happy, so they brought her in to see the visitors. We all ad- 
mired her before going on with our talk. She was fascinated 
by this talk. As each person spoke, she would turn and look 
intently at him. From time to time she would busy herself with 
a toy in her lap; then after a few minutes she would begin 
watching and listening again, She seemed to be learning, not 
just that people talk, but that they talk to each other, and re 
spond to each other’s talk with smiles, and laughter, an 
more talk; in short, that talk is not just a kind of noise, but 
messages, communication. 

Babies and young children like to hear adult conversation, 
and will often sit quietly for a long time, just to hear it. If WE 
want to help little children as they learn to talk, one way tO do 
it is by talking to them - provided we do it naturally, and un 
affectedly — and by letting them be around when we talk t° 
other people. 


* 
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For the first few years of her life, Lisa grew up on a cattle 
ranch. When she was about eighteen months old, she pointed 
at some cattle one day and said, ‘See cows, see cows.’ We were 
Very pleased; these were about the first real words we had 
heard her say. We agreed that there were indeed cows out 
there, and said other things about them. But a few days later, 
Ree by a field with some horses in it, she said again, ‘See cows.’ 
ater, passing some sheep, she said the same thing. This was 
Puzzling. Surely she didn’t think they were all the same animal. 
Yet, if she knew the horses and sheep were different, why did 
she call them cows? Or, if she thought all animals were called 
Cows’, why didn’t she call the family dog and cats ‘cows’. Ap- 
Parently, out of all the many things she saw, heard, and felt, 
e had isolated a group, a class, that we would call ‘large 
Animals in the fields’, and to this class she had given the name 
ae We did not correct her, but just went on talking about 
di Ws, horses, and sheep in a normal way. Before long she 
Wided her class of animals in the fields into sub-groups, and 
Put the proper label on each one. 
T about this time she was given a stuffed toy horse. Soon 
terwards I was with her in a store full of many kinds of 
stuffed toy animals, To my surprise, she called them all ‘horse’. 
ut it was soon clear that here again she had created a class of 
ings in her mind, in this case, animal toys, and given them 
© name ‘horse’ that people used to talk about her own toy. 
fore long, just by listening to other people talk, she realized 
one this class, too, was made up of sub-classes, each with its 
Hee label — dogs, cats, teddy bears, and so on. Soon she had 
se names well in hand. 


A : 
hee child, a boy, who also grew up © 


n a ranch, was very 


Tested in the tractor — large, red, and noisy. One of the first 


it Ords he spoke was ‘tracker’. We soon realized that he applied 
‘o an entire class of objects that we might Jabel ‘large moving 
; m shovels, bulldozers, 


M; 
A Cars, buses, trucks, stea s 
by Hose cranes — all were ‘trackers’. But before long, just 
'Stening to other people’s talk, he saw that this class had 
groups, each with its own name. In time, like most small 
59 


o 


How Children Learn 


boys, he knew the name of every kind of machine in the neigh 
bourhood. 
This feat of naming things is more remarkable than it may 
at first seem. When I began to work in Bill Hull's fifth grade, 
he used to have the students play a game called ‘categories’. 
He would give them a word, say ‘bean’. Their task was then tO 
find into what categories a bean could fit. They could say that — 
it was an object, a plant, a living thing, a food, a vegetable, 
green, something to cook, and so on. Most of the children saW 
in time that any object, such as a bean, could be considered 
a member of a large number of classes of things. When we talk 
about a bean, we are picking out for our attention one or more 
of the classes of which we consider it a member. If we are gal 
deners, we may think of the bean as a vine that has to have 
something to climb on. If we are cooks, we will think about 
what has to be done to prepare it for cooking, how long it takes 
to cook, and so on. Thus, when we name an object, we put it 
into a class of things that are like it, at least in certain respects, 
and to all of which we give the same name. This is the same 
procedure that Lisa used when she gave the same name to all 
the large animals she saw out in the fields. 
t But babies, when they first look at the world, do not see 
it this way at all. For some time they see just a mass of shift 
ing shapes and colours, a single, ever-changing picture in front 
of them. The Museum of Modern Art in New York has a kin 
of action Picture in which rotating, curved mirrors throw 
coloured lights on a screen in continuously changing pattern’ 
Some people find it disturbing to watch; they keep look: 
ing for some kind of system or regularity in the pattern, a" 
cannot find any. The world must look something like this tg 
a baby. The picture he sees before him is not made up, as it is 
for us, of many separate elements, each of which we can in 
agine and name, by itself, and all of which we can combine i» 
our minds in other ways. When we see a chair in a room, We 
can easily imagine that chair in another part of the room, oF 
in another room, or by itself. But for the baby the chair is an 
integral part of the room he sees. This may be the reason, a 
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one of the reasons, why, when we hide something from a very 
young baby, it ceases to exist for him. And this in turn may be 
One of the reasons why peek-a-boo games are such fun for 
small babies to play, and may contribute much to their grow- 
ing understanding of the world. 

A perceptive psychologist, Dr Herman Witkin, in a book 
called Psychological Differentiation, aptly described the world 
of the young baby as ‘undifferentiated’. It can’t be broken down» 
into parts. But as a baby gets older, he begins to see the room 
as a collection of things that are separate. Each object in the 
Toom ~ chair, lamp, table — has its own existence. It can be 
thought about by itself. When a baby makes this step, he is 
Said to make an ideal or mental model of the world that is 
differentiated, 

Before he can start naming things, say a chair, the baby must 
take one more mental step. Not only must he see, first, that 
this chair exists by and of itself, independent of the room, that 
ìt could be somewhere else in the room, or in another room, 

€ must also see that this chair is like certain other ‘objects m 

€ room and in other rooms. He must see that this chair is 
More like that chair than either of them are like a lamp, or a 
=> or a rug. Wendell Johnson, in People in onanie 
it neatly when he said that a similarity is a difference that 

°esn’t make any difference. So the baby must see that, in 
pite of differences between one chair and another, they are in 
Essentia] respects the same. In short, he sees that the G is 
One of a family or class of like things. Only then is he ready 
Call such a thing a ‘chair’, or to understand what other people 
mean when they call it that. He must create the class in his 
mind before he can name it. Thus naming things is not just 
ling imitation; it is a creative act of the mind. a 
ne day, when Danny (mentioned earlier) was very a va 

Was Watching him play. He had not really begun n 3 
was Were only half-a-dozen or so ‘words’ that he a yah 
ih is time he was much interested in a big alarm oa $ n 

Ed to watch it, listen to its tick, and fiddle with its knobs a 

Ers. Seeing the clock on the mantelpiece, he began to make 
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an insistent, one-syllable noise, which he kept on making until 
someone gave him the clock. It seemed clear that he was not 
just saying ‘clock’, or some baby equivalent of ‘clock’. What 
he was saying was, ‘I want that clock, I need that clock, give 
me that clock!’ 

Long before I got into teaching, I met Jackie, about two 
years old, who had created in his mind a class of objects that 

>we would call ‘dry, crumbly things to eat’ — cookies, crackers, 
dry toast - to which he had given the name ‘Zee’. Neither 

“his father or mother knew how he had come to pick that 
word. They assured me that he had not picked up the name 
from them — they never called crackers ‘Zee’. Clearly the baby 
had decided for himself that it was a good name for this class 
of things. 

When Tommy was about two, he met his first horses. One 
of them was named Duke, the other Blueberry. They made a 
great impression on him, and from their names he invented 
his own word for horses in general — dukeberries. His family 
was delighted and often (not always) used the word them- 
selves. 

Some of Tommy’s first words were not names of things, but 
other kinds of words. When he was still little enough to be 
carried around a good deal of the time, he used to show where 
he wanted to go to whoever was carrying him by pointing his 
hand in the desired direction and saying, imperiously, ‘Way! 
When he said this to me, I used to answer, ‘Way,’ and then add, 
using my language, ‘Shall we go over this Way?’ Another of 
his early words was ‘Down’. If he was being carried, ‘Down’ 
meant ‘Put me down.’ If he wasn’t being carried, ‘Down’ 
meant ‘Pick me up.’ His old sister, When she was very little, 
had invented a word, ‘Tup-tup’, Which meant exactly the same 
thing. 

These special, non-name words that children in p 
me of ER I once read or heard about the ne ona 

the Wolf-boy, so called because for most of the first ten Nese: 
or so of his life, as far as anyone knew, he lived isolateq Ravn 
all other humans. When he was found, a French doctor tried to 
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train and teach him. He was able to domesticate him to a cer- 
tain extent, to get him to wear clothes and do simple tasks, but 
though he tried very patiently, he was never able to teach him 
to speak. At one point the doctor came close to what we now 
call a breakthrough, and perhaps, if he had understood as 
much as we now think we do about the beginnings of speech, 
he might have been able to make better use of his opportunity. 

He had been trying without success to teach Victor to make 
Sounds stand for objects. One day Victor was hot, hungry, and 
thirsty. On the kitchen table was a pitcher of cold milk, all frosty 
on the outside. Seeing it, Victor began to make a single insis- 
tent sound which he repeated over and over. The doctor 
assumed that this sound meant ‘milk’; at any rate, he tried 
thereafter to make it stand for ‘milk’. What Victor meant it to 
stand for, more probably, was something stronger and more 
complicated — the feeling of being hot and thirsty, of seeing 
something he knew would taste wonderful and wanting it. 
Perhaps, had the doctor tried to make that sound stand for 
‘hungry and thirsty’, he might have got somewhere. As it was, 
the wolf-boy never was able to grasp the fundamental idea 
and purpose of speech. 


* 


One day, when Tommy was very little, he decided that he 
needed to find out the names for a lot of things. He suddenly 
began to look very intently at various objects in the room, 
pointing out to me each of them in turn. At first I had no idea 
what he wanted. I thought he was asking me to give him what- 
ever he was looking at, or to do something with it. But he 
showed me that that was not what he wanted. For a while I 
was baffled. Then, on a hunch, I tried telling him the name of 
what he was showing me. Instantly he showed by his expres- 
sion that I had guessed right. He began to point to many other 
objects. Here I thought it might help if I gave him a question 
that he could ask whenever he wanted to know the name of 
something (a very useful thing also in studying a foreign lang- 
uage). So when he pointed to a vase, I said, “What’s that called? 
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That's called a vase.’ I hoped that if I said it often enough, he 
Would learn to say it. For a short while, at least, he did, but 
I don’t know how long it stuck, or for that matter how long 
lasting was his need to be told the names of things. For after 
all, any observant child, in a family where people do much 
talking, soon learns what things are called just by listening t0 
what people say about them. 

I was careful, when I told him the name of something, not 
to tell him as if it were a lesson, something he had to remem- 
ber. Nor did I test him by saying, ‘What’s this? What's that? 
This kind of checking up is not necessary, and it puts a child 
in a spot where he will feel that, if he says the wrong thing, he 
has done wrong and is in the wrong. I have seen kindly, well- 
meaning parents do this to young children, hoping to help them 
learn. Almost every time the child soon took on the kind of 
tense, tricky expression we see on so many children’s faces 1n 
school, and began the same sad old business of bluffing, gues- 
sing, and playing for hints. Even in the rare case when a child 
does not react this defensively to questions, too much quizzing 
is likely to make him begin to think that learning does not 
mean figuring out how things work, but getting and giving 
answers that please grown-ups. 

We should also remember that children (like adults), and 
above all young children, know and understand much more 
than they can put into words. If we point to a lamp and say to 
a young child, “What's that?’ we may not always get an 
answer. If we get none, or the wrong one, does it mean that 
the child doesn’t know the name for lamp, or doesn’t know 
what the word ‘lamp’ refers to? Not necessarily. In other con- 
texts, he might know the word perfectly well. His reason for 
not answering the question, ‘What’s that?’ may be only that 
the question itself confuses him, that he doesn’t know what 
we want him to say or do. 

Jerome Bruner once said, very aptly, that much 

_ do and say in school only makes children feel that they do an 
know things that, in fact, they knew perfectly wel} before we 


began to talk about them. I have often seen this TS, 
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matics, where fifth-graders, confused and frightened by rules 
and magic recipes, are unable to use either rules or common 
sense to do problems that they could easily have done a few 
years before. And what is true of school, is often true of home. 
A child’s understanding of the world is uncertain and tentative. 
lf We question him too much or too sharply, we are more 
likely to weaken that understanding than strengthen it. His 
understanding will grow faster if we can make ourselves have» 
faith in it and leave it alone. ! 
One good way to help children learn the names of things is 
by talking about anything we do together. Many mothers, get- 
ting a child ready to go out, say something like this: ‘Now - 
We'll tie up this shoe; pull the laces good and tight; now we'll 
get the boots; let’s see, the right boot for the right foot, then 
the left boot for the left foot; all right, coat next, arms in 
the sleeves, zip it up nice and tight; now the mittens, left mit- 
ten on the left hand, right mitten on the right hand; now 
comes the hat, on it goes, over your ears ...’ This kind of talk 
1s companionable and fun, and from it the child learns, not 
just words, but the kinds of phrases and sentences they fit into. 


* 


One winter morning, when we were eating breakfast, Tommy 
began to say ‘Toe! Toe! Toe!’ Putting helpful expressions on 
our faces, we said, ‘Toe?’ It was clear that we did not know 
what he meant. Again he said, ‘Toe! Toe! Toe!’ looking 
furiously at us. We knew that he had been using the word to 
Mean toe, coat, cold, and toilet. So we said, pointing at his toe, 
‘Does your toe hurt?’ Wrong. ‘Do you want your coat? Your 
blue coat?’ Wrong again. ‘Do you want to g0 towet?’ (family 
expression inherited from previous baby). Still wrong. ‘Are you 
Cold?’ Now we were on the right track. Asking more questions, 
we eventually found that someone had left an outside door 
Open, letting in a draught, and that Tommy wanted us to close 
the door — which we did. This shows that a baby’s speech 
may be more varied than it sounds. He may know the differ- 
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ence between a number of words, even if he cannot say the 
difference. 

When a baby shows us, by his expression, by the insistent 
tone of his voice, and by repeating his words over and over, 
that he is trying hard to tell us something, we must try just a5 
hard to understand what he is saying. Often it will not be 
easy. Some people, if they don’t understand the first or second 
time, say, ‘I don’t know what you're saying,’ and give up. But 
we must not give up. It sometimes helps to ask the next oldest 
child in the family. He may be able to interpret, perhaps be- 
cause he knows the smaller child better and hears him talk 
more, perhaps because he himself is closer to early speech and 
remembers what it is like. Or, if there is no other child to in- 
terpret for us, we can say to the child who is speaking, ‘Can 
you show me?’ I remember seeing one mother do this with 
her little boy. At first he did not understand her question, and 
looked puzzled. She then took a step or two in one direction, 
pointing, and saying, ‘Is it in here? Is it this way?’ Then she 
went in another direction and asked again, while the child 
watched, puzzled and intent. After a while he saw what her 
question meant, and was soon able to lead her to what he 
wanted to tell her about. 

Once, when Tommy was yery little, he came to tell me that 
his teddy bear was stuck between the bars of his crib. Since I 
couldn’t understand him at first, I went through the ‘show-me’ 
routine. As soon as he understood me, he led me to the scene of 
the tragedy. I said, ‘Oh, I see. Your poor teddy bear has got 
stuck in the crib. His head is stuck in the bars. Well, the thing 
for us to do is to get him unstuck and pull him out, First we 
have to turn him a little bit, so that his head is Pointing the 
narrow way, and then we just slide him out, | continued to 
talk about the bear, and how it feels to be stuck, etc, What was 
the point of this talk? First, just to make some conversation, 
and secondly, to show Tommy our ways of saying what He 
was trying to say, and to assure him that we do haye Words for 
talking about such things. 
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Bruno Bettelheim has many times pointed out that if a child’s 
efforts to get a response from the world and the people around 
him fail more than a very few times, he may well decide that 
there is no use in trying. This throws new light on the matter 
of LQ. scores. We know that so-called intelligence tests 
largely measure skill at understanding and using words. We 
also know that both high and low I.Q. scores tend to run in 
families. From this it is easy to infer that the kind of verbal > 
skill measured by these tests is inherited from parents. Many 
educators are beginning to have second thoughts about this; 
but that this is still part of the folklore of our time is shown 
by the fact that many biologists are now talking excitedly 
about the possibility of treating human embryos so as to 
Taise their I.Q. by twenty points. Clearly they still think that 
ana measures some inborn ability, rather than acquired 
stall. 

It seems more likely, at least to me, that I.Q. scores tend to 
run high, or low, in families, because people who are skilful 
with words are able, most of the time, to encourage the growth 
of that skill in their children. Such children, when still babies, 
are encouraged to try to talk by hearing talk around them. 
When they begin real talking, they are further encouraged, 
because their parents (and other older people) are persistent 
and resourceful in trying to understand them. In a family with 
little verbal skill, a baby can be handicapped, not just because 
he hears so little talk, but also because, when he does try to 
talk, he is less often understood, and hence less often encour- 
aged. If people do not try very hard to understand what he 
says, he may come to feel that most of the time there is not 
much point in saying anything. 

When Patrick, of whom I spoke earlier, was just over two 
years old, he could not pronounce S, Z, SH, CH, or any other 
sibilant sounds. He just left them out. Words like ‘spoon’ came 
out ‘poon’. It did not take long to learn to understand him, and 
when we adults could not tell what he wanted to say, his three- 
and-a-half-year-old sister could always translate. Nobody fretted 
about the missing sounds. As a result, the little boy spoke con- 
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fidently and freely, and before long was able to speak like 
everyone else. What would haye happened if we had dealt with 
him as we deal with children in school. Instead of giving him 
time to correct his own speech, to grow competent and con- 
fident in making his sibilants, we would have been correct 
ing him every time he spoke. ‘No, not “poon”, “spoon”. S555 
poon. Say it, spoon, spoon, spoon.’ We might have grown more 
-impatient and angry, the child more discouraged and fright- 
ened. It would not have been long before he would have be- 
come anxious at the very thought of speaking. Perhaps he would 
have tried to avoid all words with sibilants in them. Perhaps 
he might have decided to stop talking altogether, since it al- 
Ways got him into so much trouble. Or he might have de- 
veloped a stutter or stammer; as Wendell Johnson and other 
speech therapists haye pointed out, this is how stutterers and 
stammerers are made. 

Most people who write about the troubles of slum children 
in school claim that slum children speak badly because their 
parents do not correct their speech. This leads to two conclu- 
sions. The first is that any child whose speech is not continu- 
ally corrected will grow up speaking like a slum child; the 
second is that all we need to do to cure the speech problems 
and defects of slum children is correct their speech often 
enough. Both ideas are nonsense. 

Children can, do, and will learn to speak the language that 
most people speak around them. If a child grows up where 
most people do not speak what is called standard English, then 
we will do only harm if we try to make him think there is 
something wrong with his speech. It will make much more 
sense, as some schools are beginning to do, to teach standard 
English as if it were a foreign language, encouraging a child to 
talk and write about things that interest him, in the way that 
is most natural to him, all the time exposing him to as much 
standard English as possible. 
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I spoke at a P.T.A. meeting recently, and repeated the story 
of Lisa giving the name ‘cows’ to a class of animals including 
cows, horses, and sheep. I explained that we did not correct 
her. because it would be discourteous; because we were too 
pleased to hear her talk to be worried about ‘mistakes’; and be- 
cause, realizing that she had done some bold and powerful 
thinking, we did not want to do anything to make her doubt 
its worth or discourage her from doing more such thinking in 
the future. I also emphasized that correction was in fact not 
needed, that the child was soon able, by herself, to get her 
names and classes straightened out. 

A certain number of people are always upset by hearing 
such stories. Soon after this meeting, I got a pleasant but agi- 
tated letter from an intelligent and highly trained psychologist 
who had heard my talk. How, she demanded, could children 
Possibly learn unless we corrected all their mistakes? Wasn’t 
that our responsibility, our duty? I wrote a long reply, re- 
Peating my point and telling still more stories about children 
Correcting their own mistakes. But she seems to be as far 
from understanding me as ever. It is almost as if she cannot 
hear what I am saying. This is natural enough. Anyone who 
makes it his life work to help other people may come to be- 
lieve that they cannot get along without him, and may not 
Want to hear evidence that they can, all too often, stand on 
their own feet. Many people seem to have built their lives 
around the notion that they are in some way indispensable to 
children, and to question this is to attack the very centre of 
their being. 

Still, even at the risk of upsetting these good people, we 
must question their assumption, because it is largely not true. 
Very recently I met Jill, the three-year-old daughter of some 
friends I had not seen in some time. She was entertaining me 
in the library, talking away_and showing me this or that. At 
one point she said, ‘Do you want to see what my brother 
teached me?’ I said, Td love to.’ She stood before me on the 
rug, put her head down on the floor, leaned over further and 
further, and finally went over in a somersault. Amazing! ‘Now 
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I'm going to do a big one,’ she said, and did another. While she 
was doing several others, I thought about how to fit into 
our conversation a sentence with the word ‘taught’ in it. 
After a decent interval she mentioned her brother again, and 
I said, ‘Does he teach you many things?’ ‘Oh, yes,’ she said. 
I said, ‘You must have been pleased when he taught you that 
somersault. ‘Yes, I was,’ she said. After a few more somersaults, 
she did something else, and said, ‘He taught me this, too.” And 
our conversation went on. 

Some minutes later, when her father was in the room, she 
showed him the somersault, and then said, ‘That's what Jamie 
teached me.’ I was not surprised; it takes time for children to 
feel confident in a new way of doing or saying something, and 
to this child ‘teached’ must have seemed much more reason- 
able, more grammatically consistent (it is), and more likely to 
be right than ‘taught’. But again, after a decent interval, 1 
dropped another ‘taught’ sentence into the conversation, and 
again, next time she had occasion to use the word, she said 
‘taught’. Nothing more was needed, or is ever needed. Children’s 
senses are keen, they notice everything, and they want to do 
things like the grown-ups. If we speak well, and they hear us, 
they will soon speak as we do. 

A child who starts to talk is making a very bold leap into the 
world. Anyone who has learned a foreign language at home, 
and then used it for the first time in a foreign country, has felt 
for himself how bold and risky this leap is. Once, while spend- 
ing a year abroad, I decided to bike from Paris to Rome. Six 
weeks before starting out I bought some beginning texts and 
began to study Italian. By the time I reached Italy I had a small 
vocabulary and some grammar, but I had never spoken'a word 
of Italian to anyone. The day I crossed the border, I rode into 
a town called Ventimiglia. Being hungry, I decided to 
some bananas. Over and over I rehearsed how I would ask 
them: ‘Due kilo di banane, per favore. It seemed easy enough. 
I could not see how it could be wrong. But I had a horrible 
feeling that if I went into a grocery store and said those Words, 
everyone there would roar with laughter. So I grew more and 


buy 
for 
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More nervous the closer I came to Ventimiglia, and to the mo- 
ment when I would actually have to speak. (My fears were 
groundless — nobody in Italy ever laughed at me, everyone was 
kind and helpful.) The moment arrived. There was the store. 
There were the bananas. No excuse to put it off any longer. I 
summoned up my courage, walked inside, and spoke my piece. 
The lady behind the counter made a gesture of acknowledge- 
ment, cut some bananas off a stalk, weighed them, and gave- 
them to me. I paid, thanked her, and left. My Italian had 
Worked! But this did not make me any the less nervous when 
the next time came to speak. It took many trials before I 
began to feel fairly sure that when I spoke my bad Italian to 
Italians I was at least getting some idea over to them. 

A child learning to talk needs the kind of curious, attentive, 
sympathetic audience that I found in Italy. At first, he is not 
Sure that this language business really works. Even after many 
years of talking, he may not feel that he can get his most im- 
Portant thoughts and feelings across to other people. There is 
No time, in all of a child's growing up, when he will not be 
Seriously hurt if he feels that we adults are not interested in 
what he is trying to say. For most children, this time comes 
all too soon. 


17 July 1961 

Lisa (aged two-and-a-half) is usually the first awake in the morn- 
ing, after me. When she wakes, she begins to talk to herself. It 
is an odd mixture. Nonsense syllables, funny noises, snatches 
of songs, remarks about what she did yesterday and may do 
today all tumble out in profusion. The other day, after talking 
about something quite different, she paused and then said, 
‘Going to get dressed, (pause) Dress. (pause) Shoes. (pause) 
Pants.’ Then these thoughts led to something else. She goes on 
talking all day. Sometimes she talks to get something she 
Wants. Sometimes she talks to make something happen, that 
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might uncover the meaning of what she says. Much of the 
time she talks just because she likes the sound of it. 

She likes to talk about colours. One of her favourite words 
is ‘blue’. Something about the action of lips and tongue in the 
‘DI’ pleases her, for she says it often. Whenever she says that 
she wants something; she usually adds, ‘Want a blue one, 4 
pink one,’ or ‘I have a blue one, a pink one.’ She certainly does 
mot know the names of the colours, and may not know, even 
in the most general sense, what a colour is. What she does 
know about words like ‘blue’, yellow’, ‘pink’, and so on, is that 
they are adjectives. That is, they are combined with other words 
in a special way. Indeed much of her talk might be called ex- 
periments with grammar, that is, exercises in putting together 
words in the way that people around her put them together. She 
makes word patterns, sentences, that sound like the sentences 
she hears. What do they mean? Often they may not mean any- 
thing, and are not meant to mean anything. Not long ago she 
said, in the middle of a conversation about something different, 
“I fell out of a big blue mountain into a car.’ My mind reeled. 
What was she trying to say? Then it occurred to me that per- 
haps she was not trying to say anything, but was making up a 
nice-sounding sentence, a pattern of words, using words and 
phrases that she knew and liked to say. 

One morning at breakfast she began to say, ‘Pass the sugar. 
Pass the pepper. Pass the toast. Pass the jam.’ At first, we passed 
them along. I noticed after a while that she did not use them. 
Often she had no use for them: what she asked for had no- 


thing to do with what was on her plate. She would ask for 


milk when she already had some, or for sugar when there was 


nothing to put it on. Why was she asking for these things? 
Clearly, because everyone else was. When you sit down at 
breakfast you ask people to pass things, The grown-ups were 
all doing it, so she was going to do it, too. 

This may have been one reason for playing the ‘please Pass 
game, but it was not the only reason. I soon saw that, although 
she did not use any of the things that were passed to her, she 
watched very carefully each time to see what was Passed to 
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her. In short, she is using talk to make something happen 
which will, in time, help her find out what the talk means. 

I don’t want to make her word-experiment seem more pre- 
cise than it really was. If she could have put into words her 
reason for looking carefully at all that was passed to her, I 
don’t think it would have been, for example, ‘I’m going to ask 
them to pass the sugar, and I’m going to watch and see what 
comes up the table, and then I’ll know that’s what the sugar, 
is? It was much more probably something like: ‘I’m going to 
ask them to pass things, and I’m going to watch what they do, 
and from that I'll probably find out something interesting, may- 
be what all these things are called.’ No doubt she had to ask 
for, and get, the sugar a good many times before she began, 
first to suspect, then to feel sure, that the white sandy-looking 
Stuff in the bowl was what everyone called ‘sugar’. But chil- 
dren are good at gathering and storing this kind of vague 
information — too vague to be useful to most adults — and wait- 
ing patiently until, some day, they find they know what it 
Means. In the same way, a child hearing people say, ‘Shut the 
Window,’ and ‘Shut the door,’ and watching to see what hap- 
Pens, will not say, right away, ‘Aha! That's the window, and 
that’s the door.’ But one day he gets a hunch, and soon he 
knows. By such means children learn the five thousand or so 
Words they are said to know when they first come to school. 


One of the wittiest and truest remarks I have ever heard about 
education was made not long ago by a Catholic educator, a 
Veteran of many years of teaching and teacher mong He 
Was talking to a group of Catholic high school superinten as 
about handling young teachers, and was urging them not o 
too quick to point out and correct mistakes that the tea z 
given a little time, might see and correct for themselves. 
word to the wise? he said slowly, shaking an emphatic se 
‘is infuriating’ We all laughed, because he had fooled us, = 
because he was so right. Infuriating is just what it is. We al 
know the kind of person who is quick to interrupt whatever 
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we are saying to correct some unimportant mistake. Strangl- 
ing seems much too good for him. I blush to think how long it 
took me to break myself of just that habit. y 
Most of us are tactful enough with other adults not to point 
out their errors, but not many of us are ready to extend this 
courtesy (or any other courtesy, for that matter) to children. 
Yet it is important that we should, because they are perceptive 
,and sensitive, and very easily hurt, humiliated, and discour- 
aged. For this reason I was careful, when three-year-old Jil 
said ‘teached’ to me, to let some time go by before I said 
‘taught’ to her. To have said it right away would have seemed 
like a correction and a reproof. We should even be careful 
about mentioning mistakes which they have themselves cor- 
rected. They may not like to be reminded of them. Thus, while 
entertaining me Jill began to sing some of the chorus of ‘The 
Blue-Tail Fly.’ As she sang ‘Jimmy crack corn, and I don’t care’, 
her (very nice) father interrupted her, to say, with pride and 
delight, that he had never heard her say ‘crack’ before, that 
she had always said ‘frack’. He spoke only to show his pleas- 
ure; in his shoes, I might haye done the same. But the little girl, 
ordinarily not the least shy, became embarrassed and self- 
conscious, and when she started to sing the song again, could 
only sing ‘frack’, and was soon eager to stop singing altogether. 
I can think of a comparable experience with Tommy. Once 
a year, in the city where he lives, they have an annual festival, 
in which they burn a giant effigy of Zozobra, the King of 
Gloom. This great bonfire is very exciting for little people to 
see; for months ahead Tommy was talking about ‘Zorzor’, 
and when we were going to see him. The family, when talk- 
ing to each other, spoke of Zozobra, but when Tommy asked 
us about Zorzor, it seemed more courteous to use the same 
word in our reply, which we did. Suddenly, one day, not long 
before the festival, with no in-between experiments that Ta 
knew of, he began to say ‘Zozobřa’. A day or so later, a mem- 
ber of the family who had not heard him say ‘Zozobra’ re 
marked that we would soon see Zorzor. Instantly Tommy said, 
kindly but very firmly, ‘It’s not Zorzor, it’s Zozobra.’ 
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Perhaps it is for such reasons that most children do not like 
to hear stories about when they were younger. Infancy is not 
a blessed state to them, but something to be grown out of and 
escaped from as quickly as possible. To them, their littleness, 
helplessness, and clumsiness is not cute, but humiliating, and 
they Want to be reminded of it as little as possible. They don’t 
mind, once in a while, if we don’t overdo it, our telling them 
that they were very nice when they were little, but that is 
about as much about it as they want to hear. Whatever mis- 
takes they have made, in their growing and learning, are best 
forgotten. 


* 


Jill's saying ‘teached’ instead of ‘taught’ is an example of’ 
the kind of mistakes little children often make in their talk. 
When we are not thinking of these/ mistakes as cute, we tend 
to think of them as ungrammatical, another example of chil- 

en’s unskilfulness in imitating language. The fact is, of 
Course, that a child saying ‘teached’ is not imitating and is 
not being ungrammatical. He is inventing, and in a highly 
grammatical way, He is not saying ‘teached’ because he heard 
Someone else say it; he probably never did. He is saying it be- 
Cause he knows — though he could not put his knowledge into 
Words — that other verbs form their past tense by adding the 
suffix -ed, and he therefore supposes that the verb ‘teach’ 
should behave the same way. This is in every way a reasonable 
assumption and a first-class piece of thinking. All the more 
Teason why we should meet such ‘mistakes’, not with a curt 
Correction, but with understanding and courtesy. 


> 


* 


When I was still teaching fifth grade, 1 was talking about my 
Class to a twelve- Eras friend of mine. I happened to say 
that some of the children in niy class had been having a con- 
versation. At this my friend looked puzzled. She said, You 
mean these kids were talking about this stuff in ESE “HGS 
She said, ‘Was this in Show and Tell?’ I said, ‘No, we don’t 
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have Show and Tell, but there are lots of times during the day 
when the kids can talk to each other, if they wish it, about 
Whatever interests them most. Don’t you ever have a time 1m 
class when you can talk to other people?’ She was almost 
too astonished to answer. 

Of course I knew what she would answer even before I 
asked her. Bill Hull once said to me, ‘Who needs the most 
Practice talking in school? Who gets the most?’ Exactly. The 
children need it, the teacher gets it. Even in the most sup- 
Posedly enlightened schools, the usual rule in almost every 
Class is that a child talks only to the teacher, and then only 
When called on. In many schools children are forbidden tO 
talk between classes or in the corridors. This leaves only lunch, 
when they are busy eating, and recess, when they are trying 
to let off a little steam built up during their long periods of en 
forced stillness and silence. And I have known more than a few 
children who have gone to schools where often they were not 
allowed to talk during lunch, and sometimes eyen during Te 
cess. After school children head for home, where their time 
is likely to be taken up with homework and TV, and where in 
any case nobody else may be very interested in talking to them. 
The result of this kind of education is that children of ten oF 
even older may be no better at talking than they were at 
five. In fact, I have known many ten-year-olds, in a highly in- 
tellectual community, who were nowhere near as good at talk- 
ing as many five-year-olds I have known. 

This loss of skill and interest in talking affects every subject 
in the standard curriculum. For example, take writing. A 
child who does not talk will not have Many things that he 
Wants to say, and hence will not know what to write about. 
He will often feel that nothing he might want to say or write 
could possibly be of any interest to anyone else, and that cite 
did say or write something, others would only laugh at it. As 
fast as thoughts come to him, he censors them, rules the 
out. When he does try to express his thoughts, he finds ate zy 
because he has had so little practice in putting words eere , 
Because he has never learned in practice what kinds of things 
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ae Pa oie and effective, he will have no way 
Aedan ia of his own writing. As they say, he will 
obeys law . h e test of good writing, after all, is not whether 
does not kno of grammar’, but what it sounds like. If a student 
nae ow what good talk sounds like, all the rules of 
the fact a the book will not enable him to write well. And 
Baar AA as a glimpse at many a learned journal will make 
RR many of our most highly educated men write extra> 
inarily badly. 
ae of skill in conversation is also likely to make poor 
enters į at least of many kinds of writing. The good reader 
with eae an active dialogue with the writer. He converses 
the an even argues with him. The bad reader reads passively; 
ata ee do not engage his mind; he is like a bored listener 
Use Reo Such a reader, studying a text, is very likely to 
is mind as if it were a photographic plate, as if by staring 
acd enough and long enough at words on a page he could fix 
aa in his memory. This never works. In courses like maths 
Science, in which one must often follow instructions, turn 
Other People’s words into action, the inarticulate child often 
dah, that he can’t do it. Or he may find that he cannot separ- 
ate in his mind what he understands from what he does not, 
Or state his confusions clearly enough to enable others to help 
him. In short, the child in school who is not fluent with words 
1s bound hand and foot. No doubt our schools are too symbol- 
Minded, and should give more time and scope to other forms 
of expression. Perhaps some day they will. Right now, it is 
fluency that pays. Yet, in almost all schools, hardly anything 
Is done to help children become fluent, precise, and skilful 
M speech. 
The so-called revolution now going on in education has so 
far done little to change this. In many classes doing the very 
latest thing in maths, social studies, or whatever, the pattern 


Of talk is what it always was. The teacher does most of the 


talking, and now and then asks the children questions, to make 
Sure they have been paying attention and understand. Now 
and then a bold teacher will start what they call a ‘discussion’. 
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What happens then is usually what Bill Hull calls ‘answer 
pulling’. The teacher asks a series of pointed questions, aimed 
at getting students to give an answer that he has decided 
beforehand is right. Teachers’ manuals are full of this tech- 
nique — ‘Have a discussion, in which you draw out the follow- 
ing points. ...’ This kind of fake, directed conversation is worse 
than none at all. Small wonder that children soon get bored 
«and disgusted with it. 

Even if class discussions were open, honest, unmanipulated, 
and genuinely interesting to the young, and even if all children 
took equal part in them, they would not be enough to give 
most children skill in speech. There are too many children, and 
too little time. What is the answer? Simple enough, if we have 
the courage to try it. In many elementary school classes 11 
England, children are free to work in Pairs or small groups, 
and to talk — if they do it quietly — as they work. In classes 
where the children are not yet allowed to do independent work 


of their own choosing, there should be plenty of time set 
aside for children to talk to each 


ests them, 


the children talk about. 


In my last fifth-grade class, I used to set aside a period every 
now and then as a free period. In that time the children could 
read, or draw, or play games (chess became very popular), oF 
do puzzles, or, as they liked best of all, talk to each other. AS 
time went on, I felt more and more that these periods were 

- perhaps the most useful part of the day. Sometimes the girls’ 
conversations would turn into whispering and giggles, or the 
boys’ into shouting arguments. But on the whole, and more 
and more as the children gained experience, the Conversations 
seemed to be serious, and very useful to all taking Part in them. 
For one thing, at such times the distinctions between able 
students and less able broke down. Some of the Poorest sty. 
dents were very interesting and well-informed talkers, and 
could talk and argue as equals with the most successful stug ares 
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in the class. To this, some teachers have said that children who 
Were used to being tightly controlled in class would not know 
what to do with free time if they had it, and would abuse it. 
The problem is not as serious as they think, but it is real. One 
Way to deal with it is, at first, to make free periods short, per- 

aps fifteen minutes or half-an-hour, with the restriction that 
talk must be quiet. There might even be some periods that 
Could be free but silent. As the children get used to freedom. 
and find interesting ways to use it, they can be given more of 
lt. In such Ways we can break out of the school lockstep and 
Make the classroom a place where more and more independ- 
ent studying, thinking, and talking can go on. 


eae Lisa was about three-and-a-half, she was the youngest 
bo me a large family in which everyone loved reading and 
Ea . Books were everywhere in the house — on tables, chairs, 
x S, floors. Yet the family was very relaxed about reading; 
one of the children had been pushed into it, and nobody was 
trying to push Lisa. So I was taken aback when one day, out of 
i Clear sky, she said to me, rather aggressively, ‘I can read!’ I 
Said, surprised, ‘Well, sure, I never said you couldn't.’ There was 
No point in challenging her. She knew she couldn't read; she 
knew I knew she couldn't. Clearly, it was very humiliating to 
her to know that she could not do something that everyone 
around her — as far as she knew, the whole world — could do. 
Why add to her humiliation? 

Many years later a friend told me a story about his daughter, 
Not yet a year old. She had been given a little plastic whistle, 
which she loved to toot. It was her favourite toy. One day one 
of her parents picked up the whistle, and, seeing that it had 
holes in it, like a recorder, began to play a little tune on it. 
They both amused themselves with it for a minute or two, then 
Zave the whistle back to the baby: To their great surprise, she 
Pushed it angrily aside. At the time her father told me the 
Story, she had not blown it since. 

The story reminds me of something that Danny once did, 
When about two-and-a-half. I had thought that he might like 
the Cuisenaire rods, and I was curon? to see what he might do 
With them, So, one day when I visited his parents, I took a box 
of rods with me. We opened it and showed him all the little 
coloured sticks. He was enchanted: Like glass beads to primitive 
people, these hundreds of pieces of brightly coloured wood 
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looked to him like the most real wealth in the world. W 
emptied the box out on the rug, and for a while he just sa 
there, picking up handfuls of the rods and letting them run 
through his fingers, drunk with excitement and joy, looking for 
all the world like a proverbial miser with his money. I raon 
now that I should have let him go on playing with the ro! 

in his own way, getting his own kind of pleasure out of them, 
taking in information about them through his eyes and m 
fingers, gradually exploring their possibilities. At the time, i 
felt I had to start him off ‘learning’ something. So, in what 

Supposed was my low-pressure way, without even saying 
‘Watch’, I took some rods from the pile and began to make 
2 pattern of them on the floor, thinking that he would ser 
imitate me. Danny’s father joined me, and before long we ha¢ 
built a simple low structure, that we thought Danny could imi- 
tate successfully. When we finished, we looked at him. He 
looked at us for a while, expressionless. Then, without saying 
a word, he came over and with one swipe of his hand knocked 
our little building all over the rug, Amazed, we asked, ‘What 
did you do that for?’ He just looked at us. Stupidly, we persis- 
ted, and built another structure, Again, he destroyed it, looking 
not so much angry as determined. We tried once more; same 
result. Then, at last, we had the Wit to see that something was 


happening that we did not understand, and let the little boy 
play with the rods in his own Way. 


It is certain that a child is 
learn by what are often calle 


dually, as they grow 
mee t believe this ee 
even of babies; I am sure it is not true even of children as young 
as two or three, whe know all too well how little they 


$ ow, 
or understand, or can do, and for whom this awareness jg very 
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oft i : 
ee ening and humiliating. This does not mean that 
Ae po cee our superior knowledge and competence 
desirable ow dren; it would be impossible even if it were 
ignorance Ea it isn’t. But we must be aware that their 
must be caref e umsiness are often painful to them, and we 
arents Who not to rub their noses in their own weaknesses. 
amples for th 2 everything well may not always be good ex- 
they can me eir children; sometimes such children feel, since, 
isno use in Er hope to be as good as their parents, that there 

ER even trying. 
dren eat as true of teachers. One of the reasons why chil- 
may be Bea: well from children a little older than themselves 
2 ae just that the older child understands the language 
elpful ea and can speak in his terms, but that he is a more 
oUubt it is petence model because he is more within reach. No 
athletics, o, exciting and inspiring for a child interested in 
to see ae r music, or dancing, or art, or drama, or whatever, 
well. But ce in a while, adults who do those things superbly 
much les as day-to-day examples, these experts are probably 
children S nel to a child than slightly older, slightly bigger 
as I ma who do things slightly better than he can. J see now, 
ildre Yy not have at the time, that one reason that many more 
aa n at school were interested in blowing on my bugle than 
A a flute may have been that, for them, I was an expert on 
ute, whereas on the bugle I was a rank beginner like 


emselves. 
1 But let me return to Lisa, who first taught me this, or at 
east opened my eyes and my mind to it. When she was about 


four, I made one of my frequent visits to her family. Knowing 
ith me some materials that 


her interest in reading, I brought wi 
I had been using in teaching reading at school — some charts 
associated with a method called Words In Colour. By this time, 
Tne: better than nto oy Opa materials the hard sell; 
children learn very eatly to be wary” oftoo much adult enthysi- 
asm. So, instead of saying; ‘Oh, Lisa, I've brought the most 
exciting things for you to look at, wait till you see them, we're 
going to have such fun with them ...’ I merely left the charts 
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. in my room, where I knew she'd see them when she wen 
to explore. Sure enough, a few days later, she asked me, ae 
are those big signs in your room?’ I said, ‘You mean aid 
things with the coloured letters all over them?’ ‘Yes. I ne, 
that they were things I had to use at school with ae 
were learning to read. She said, ‘Can I use them?’ I said, we 
Sure, I suppose, if you want to.’ She said, ‘I mean, right no of 
So we took the charts into the living room, spread a few 
them on the rug, and began to work. P 

Ordinarily a teacher using these charts points to cer 
words and asks children what they are. But I had learned M 
this time that even little children can get very frightene® 
cautious, and defensive when put into a spot where they have 


to give an answer which may be wrong. What I did was t° 
give Lisa a pointer, 
said, or, if she felt 


word and would say it herself. But 


Lisa knew, and she began 
various three and four letter Words on 
‘Henry Harrison!’ I tried Bently to steer the game back to 
| where it had been, but no use. It was clear aes e wasiat 
only tired of the game, but beginning actively to dislike it. Sure 
enough, in another minute or so she said she wanted to stop, 
we put the charts away, and for the Test Of the visit she did 
not ask to see them again. 
This was a mystery. Why, when I had been so careful 
put her on the spot, did she so quickly turn away rae se 
materials, that she herself had demanded to use? Titi 
pened again, with some quite different materials, on a AEA 
visit. Only after some time and much thought, dig Tilbesit to 
suspect what the trouble had been. No matter how ete 
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tied to keep the game unthreatening, to avoid putting her in 

a spot Where she might be wrong, I could not hide the fact 

cit this was a game about which I knew everything and she 

nothing, and this alone was more threatening and humiliating 
an she was willing or able to bear. 

Tt would be a great mistake to assume that this is an un- 
“sual or peculiar or unhealthy reaction. It is a very human one, 
aS common among adults as children. Most of the time, most, 
of us do Not like at all to be confronted with someone who 
i e a great deal more about something than we do. Though 

ave recovered a lot of the child's curiosity that I lost during 
a Schooling, I still often sense this reaction in myself. Just the 

€r day, flying back to Boston, I sat next to two men who 
Were having an animated conversation about advanced biol- 
OBY. On the one hand, I couldn’t help being curious about what 

ey Were saying and the diagrams they were drawing. But 
even as I tried to catch some shred of meaning from all their 
a » ìn another part of my mind I was angrily rejecting the 
Mportance of what they were talking about. I was able, for 
li © Most part, to silence my defensive thoughts, and goon 
stening. But the reaction was there, and strong as it is when 
Tread, say in Scientific American, an article of which I can 
Make absolutely no sense. Such reactions are natural, if no- 

ng to be proud of. Even in the privacy of our own minds, 
We do not like to be made to feel ignorant and stupid. Con- 

Tonted with what we do not know, we try to protect ourselves 

Y Saying that it is not worth knowing. 

Proud and sensitive children are particularly likely to react 

is way. Knowing Lisa to be such a child, I worried a little 
about what might happen when she got to school and had to 
Submit to formal instruction. Would she resist it? It seemed 
that she well might. Fortunately she solved the problem by 
teaching herself to read. Nobody seems to know how she did 
it. In fact, this is something that, in general, we know very 
little about. Many thousands of children teach themselves to 

read, every year; We might do well to find out how many such 
children there are, and how they taught themselves. 
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At any rate, Lisa went to a kindergarten where, though the 
teacher did not try to teach the children to read nor spur da 
into reading, there were plenty of books, signs, letters, Bn 
other useful materials. Finding herself with a crowd of chik 
dren no more able to read than she was, Lisa must have dè 

> cided that not knowing how to read was no disgrace. Later; she 
must have decided that, since older people could read, they 
must have learned, and if they could learn, so could she- tae 
in November she began bringing home beginning readers an 
workbooks, which she worked on by herself. When I saw het 
again the following summer, she was reading books at about 
a second-grade, or even an easy third-grade level. 

One day she and I were sitting in the living room, both read- 
ing. From the children’s section of the public library she had 
just taken out four books, the maximum. Picking the one that 
looked most interesting, she had settled herself in a big chair 
and had begun to work on it. I could hear her murmuring, 
though most of the time I could not hear what she was saying: 
From the tone of her voice, and her silences, I got a feeling 
that while there were many words in the book that she knew 
and could recognize at sight, there were others that she had to 
stop and figure out, perhaps using her rough knowledge of 
phonics, perhaps guessing from the context, perhaps both. 


Some words she was willing to skip; she didn’t feel that she 
had to get every one. Bui 


on her face. aa to a word in her book 
does it say?’ Her look seemed to sa ae, J 
please don’t ask me a lot of silly R Fee 
you think it says?” or “Have you trieq sounding it outor 
anything like that. If I could do those things, I wouldn't be u 
here asking. Just tell me what the Word says; that wil] 2 
enough.’ I told her. She nodded, went back to her chair, and 
continued reading. ? 
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ia a asked her mother how often Lisa asked what a word 
a aa thought a bit, and said, ‘Not very often. Maybe once 
esting a Week, at most.’ Then, as an afterthought, ‘It’s inter- 
Ties aaa when she asks a word, she never forgets it- 
for our ut not surprising; the things we learn because, 
forget Bt reasons, we really need to know them, we don’t 
Even a PN E she only asked other people for words once, or 
Pethaps ae a week, this would only account for at most > 
that she ae hundred of the fifteen hundred or more words 
had fi; ew. Where had she learned the others? Clearly, she 
Sured them out for herself. 


* 


Another five- 


Mgs chil 
Ems th 


year-old, named Nora, taught me more about the 
dren do when teaching themselves to read, the prob- 
Was H meet, and the ways they solve or try to solve them. 
Seen Na ting her family over a weekend. Though I had not 
Sometime Ki she was a small baby, we were soon friends. 
do, she ca uring the day, when I seemed to have nothing $ 
Would h SA up to me witha book in her hand and asked if 
and lp her read it. I said I would, so we sat on the sofa 
Went to work. The book was Hop on Pop, a very good book 
ginners. The pictures are interesting and funny, and 
W Ords are chosen so as to use very common sounds and 
a ~ like those in the title. Also, the book introduces new 
reds in such a way that the child, by using the words he al- 
Eady knows, by looking at the pictures, and by making some 
haclligent fi ut almost all the words without 
el it guesses, can figure o EE to teach 
to sie it was a useful book for a chil erself 
At first, it was not clear how she wanted me a en o 
hat I was supposed to do. Most of the time, T jus lee 
Silent — -d thing for a teacher to do, particularly one 
a yeyanar R Jaining and helping. 
Who, like me, thinks he is good at ®P 
f A re easy; then she began to meet more 
ae ie gan Oe and had to figure out. Only rarely, 
Ries pees os padly stuck, did I say anything. Even ao 
2) 
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didn't tell her the word, only suggested how she might Ar 
it out. If she had seen it before, I told her so. If she had if 
words that rhymed with it, sounded like it, I told her that- 3 
the word used entirely new sounds, so that she had to ie 
it out from the pictures and the general context of the sto o 
I told her that. If she still couldn’t get the word, I told her 
skip it and go ahead, that perhaps next time she saw it, it T ff 
be easier to figure out. Most of the time, she went ahead, 
if she asked me to tell her the word, I did. ard 
Before long, an odd thing happened. Nora misread a Wi ra 
that previously she had read correctly. This happened a ee 
ber of times. I found myself feeling puzzled arid annoyed, P 
had in my own classroom when children seemed to fota 
things they had supposedly learned. I thought, ‘Has she a 
gotten that word already? Or is she just being careless, za 
paying attention, not making an effort?’ But this was not oa 
obviously she was reading the book as well as she could, pY 
ting all of her concentration into it. So how could she know 4 
word on one page, and not know it on the next? It seeme 
almost like stupid behaviour, But she was very bright, and she 


wasn't bluffing, or guessing, or trying to get me to do the work 
for her. It was a puzzle. 


To understand the learning problems of another person, pal” 
ticularly a child, we must 


taic try to see things as if through their 
eyes. This is often very difficult. It is almost impossible to) 


has only just seen the word for the 
hard. It is hard to tell which words on a page are the same, or 
almost the same, and if they are different, : 
ferent. We readers have the expert's eye for significant detail; 
the child does not. 


go 
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ae then popped into my mind an experience I had had 
ing fa before, and had completely forgotten. While teach- 
makes th grade, I ran across an ad for a British firm that 
me some © in many oriental languages. I asked them to send 
hey did i mples of printing in many of these languages, which 

- Other alı a thought the children would be interested in what 
Was, jee and writing looked like. They were not, but I 
Sted in ae More so because eyen then I was very much inter- 
took a g see Problems of.a child beginning to read. One day I 
find the ee of printing in some Indian language, and tried to 
amazing} eu that occurred most often on the page. It was 
jumble at ifficult. At first the page looked like nothing but a 
One sho; Strange shapes. Even when I was concentrating on 
Tt, common word, it took a long time before I could 


Teco; ni 
l aO Word at sight and pick it out of the others. Often 


In the poe by it without noticing it. 
Shapes of | 


me way, it takes a child some time to get used to the 
Blance th, ets and words, to the point where he can see at a 
ike į at this word is like that one, and this other word almost 
Rive 


R and this other word altogether different. So we must 
log im plenty of time and not be surprised or upset by what 
looke € slowness, or stupid mistakes. When a child, having 
that th or a long time at two words on a page, without EE 
e sam. ite the same, suddenly exclaims, ‘Oh, I see, they arc 
same!" we must not think that what he has done is coe : 
disec tSt realize that the child has made a real and importa 
Scovery. 
One of the reasons: why children from unlettered homes are 
it such i rt learning to read may 
a disadvantage when they sta pete 
be that th iliarity with the shapes of words ani 
ce Jackimis fan hy we should give children 
ime to get used to, and familiar y 
Words, before beginning any kind o; 


was telling me about her work with 

F Not long 3807 a tea children who could not or did not read. 
‘Oung, disadva 
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At one point she said, ‘We have plenty of books in the fe 
room, and they all like to use them. But they don’t read j 


them interested in reading them?’ I made a suggestion er. 
that seemed helpful at the time. Only later did I realize as 
for children who had hardly ever seen any, this casual 100 a 
at books was a sensible and almost certainly a necessary fi k 
step to reading. Before these children could begin tO we y 
about what particular letters and groups of letters said, 


ing at, and seeing letters for a long time. This is the experienc? 
ldren have to make up first. A 
probably more important, why 
what he seemed to know on page a 
© are so used to the feeling of knowing what we know, Md 
that we forget what it is like to learn ae 
Strange. We tend to divide up the world of fa z 
and ideas into two classes, things we know, and things we Ra 
Know, and we assume that any particular fact moves instantly 
from ‘unknown’ to ‘kno 
— even things as simple a5 
re we can’t understand why 


HIM, he may think that it says something else. He 
correct hunch many times, and test it, and see it Proved right, 
before he can feel sure of it. Each time he is righ 
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Stronger and surer; but it takes a long time — longer for 


ome children than others — before it becomes what we think 

Of as certain knowledge. 

was Pointed out in How Children Fail, the children who al- 
YS forget things in school may not forget so much because 

ea Memories are bad, as because they never dare trust their 

a Snes. Even when they are right, they still feel wrong. They 

ic c Vet Willing enough to bet on their hunch that something> 


1S so, 


With b; 


first hn 
don’t 


to turn it into a conviction that it really is so. Working 
ad spellers, for example, I have often found that their 
unch about how to spell a word is often correct. But they 
trust that hunch. They think, ‘It must be wrong,’ and 


to find some other spelling of the word, which leads them 

Write something that is wrong, and thus undermines their 
nfidence still further. 

€refore, when Nora made mistakes in reading I resisted 

© temptation to correct them, or even point them out. It 


Would 
Out hi 


Probably have made her nervous and timid, afraid to try 
er hunches, concerned instead to figure out ways to get 


€ answer out of me. Nobody, not even adults, likes to be 


Corrected. We do not have the self-confidence of 


Who, 


M Something he wrote, answered, ‘Sh 


Few 


Spirit; for most of us, it is a 


Cario 


But I soon found, to my great su 
More important reason for no! 


Left 
Was 
i ; e 
paine tono e ae But, as she read on, I could feel 


sense that something had gone wrong, 


She rarely noticed it, at 


Sam Johnson, 


asked he happened to mis-spell a word 
e ta Sheer ignorance, Madam.’ 


eS KA 
adults, hildren, can take correction in suc 
pievas heavy and painful blow at our pre- 


us 
Pei rprise, that there was a far 
t pointing out Nora’s mistakes. 
alone, normed mot pressured, not e Pon she 
able to find and correct most of them herself. It was most 
ta did this. When she made a mistake, 


8rowing in her an uneasy Sie re mek leetice aici neewith 


P had sai 
a seme) ey. vines Let us say that on one page she read 
ther things s haps as ‘Tom’. At first, she might be satis- 


HIM 
fied 


inca then, on the next page, she would find some- 
wi Š 
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h ight 
thing that was inconsistent with that first reading. She me 
find HIM, where it couldn’t mean ‘Tom’. Or she might find Sf 
and read it correctly. Or she might find some other words Be 
the i- or o-sound. At any rate, she would begin to be F, At | 
that something on that earlier page had not been quite rig is ae | 
first she tried to ignore this'feeling. She didn’t want to g0 fe 
she wanted to go ahead and finish the book. But this m It 

© ness of something not quite right would not let her alon an 
nagged her, like a stone in a shoe. Finally, after fidgeting an 
squirming, she would turn the page back in an irritated way oe 
try to find what she had done wrong. Most of the time, she 

able to find her mistake, and to correct it. she 

This happened often. Not every time; some mistakes in 
never became aware of, perhaps because there was nothing w 
the text immediately following to make her aware of pE. 
perhaps because she was so interested in going ahead that ae 

t be bothered. But most of her mistakes, she caught. Li = 
many or most young children, she had a strong desire to 5 t 
things fit together, make sense, come out right. And not 1 
that: she had the ability, when things didn’t fit, to find OU 
where they had gone Wrong, and to put them right. 

What we must remember about this ability of children tO 
become aware of mistakes, to find and correct them, is that It 
takes time to work, and that under pressure and anxiety it does 
not work at all. But at school we almost never give it the time. 
When a child at school makes a mistake, say, in reading aloud 


in a reading group, he gets an instant signal from the environ- 
ment. Perhaps some of th 


will giggle, or cover their mou 
face, or wave their hand in 


Perhaps the teacher herself will Correct the mistake, or will say, 
‘Are you sure?’ or will ask another student, ‘wy 
think?’ Perhaps, if the teacher is Sympathetic an, 
many are, she will only smile a sweet, sad smile _ which from 
the point of view of the child 1S one of the severest punish- 
ments the school has to offer, since it shows him that he has. 
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hurt and disappointed the person on whose support and 
“proval he has been trained to depend. At any rate, some- 
will happen to tell the child, not only that he goofed, but 
a ~veryone around him knows he goofed. Like almost any- 
ae this situation, he will feel great shame and embarrass- 
aay nough to paralyse his thinking. Even if he is confident 
ailis to keep some presence of mind in the face of this public 
ii €, he will not be given time to seek out, find, and correct 
eek: For teachers not only like right answers, they like 
atel right away. If a child can’t correct his mistake immedi- 
Y» Someone else will correct it for him. a 
a, result of this is a great loss. The more a child uses his 
to fi of Consistency, of things fitting together and making sense, 
his nd and correct his own mistakes, the more he will feel that 
it ey of using his mind works, and the better he will get at 
Sele e Will feel more and more that he can figure out for him- 
» at least much of the time, which answers make sense and 
‘ich do not. But if, as usually happens, We point out all his 
Mistakes as soon as he makes them, and even worse, correct 
em for him, his self-checking and self-correcting skill will not 
develop, but will die out. He will cease to feel that he has it, or 
Cver had it, or ever could have it. He will become like the fifth- 
Braders I knew — many of them ‘successful’ students — who used 
to bring me papers and say, ‘Is it right?’ and when I said, 
at do you think?’ look at me as if I was crazy. What did 
they think? What did what they thought have to do with what 
Was right? Right was what the teacher said was right, what- 
ver that was. More recently I have heard much older students, 
also able and-suceesstull say very much the pame ae They 
Could not make any judgements about their own work; it was 
Up'to the teachers to decide- 
* 
3 $ read like Scout Finch, heroine 

Many children eee reckingbird: She learned by sitting of 
= per Lee E he read to her aloud, following with her 
ne Pug r as he read them. After a while, she found she 
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knew a lot of them, and from what she knew had enough i 
formation or intuition about phonics so that she could start 
figuring out words for herself. A friend told me just the other 
day that his younger brother, when about four, had done just 
this. As he grew more skilful in figuring out what word he 
father or mother would read next, he began to see if he coul 
Say it under his breath, before they got to it. One day his father 
paused in his reading and heard the little boy reading aW a 
softly to himself, before he realized that he was being nou 
One father I know used to read to his daughter, when m 
Was about three, out of an illustrated Mother Goose. BY 
time she was four, she knew the book so well that, as soo all 
he turned to a Page, she could recite, also word for word, 
the verses there. This must have been a great help to her when 
she began, as she soon did, to teach herself to read. From 
book she could draw on a fund of words that she could already 
recognize. From these words, in turn, she could begin to get a 
understanding of phonics — relationships between written letters 
and spoken sounds — that would help her figure out other words. 
It will probably help many children get started in reading 
their parents read aloud to them. However, this isn’t some kin 
of magic pill, and if the reading isn’t fun for both parent an 


child, it will do more harm than good. Tommy, at least when! 
last saw him, had neve 


r him. But hı d me 
to read it again, and showed no Particular fees i sug- 
gested it. At that particular time in his life, other things inter- 
ested him more. s 


a 


Even children who like being read aloud to, ji 
don’t like it when the parents don't like it. OnE, Be share 
before his bedtime, he asked his mother to ning, Ju 


Tead i 
took a picture book from a nearby pile, and began, wi se 
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pais tired. The book was not particularly interesting, and 
pee read it many times before. She did her best to make it 
and is aaa but children are quick to sense our feelings, 
nae nny soon began to squirm and fidget. Because the read- 
didn’t Sno fun for her, it was no fun for him. Soon he said he 
Want to hear any more. 
Lee’s nothing wrong with telling a child, if we don’t like a 
He aa get tired of reading it, that we don’t want to read it. ° 
ie as enjoy our reading more if we read something that we 
er hee as he. As a matter of fact, since we will probably 
Woul a to read aloud any book that we get for a child, we 
aes well to make sure that we like most of these before 
Set them. 
Benes No reason to feel, either, that we must always read 
stang’ to little children from ‘easy’ books that they can ‘under- 
sion - If we are reading something we like, with great expres- 
ev and pleasure, a child may Well like it, at least for a while, 
S if he doesn’t understand all of it. After all, children like 
faring adults talk, even though they can’t understand much or 
most of it. Why not reading as well? Once, when teaching first- 
graders, I decided to try reading aloud to them something more 


ficult tha i i re used to. My 
n the very simple stories they we 

choice was The Odyssey for Boys and Girls, by A- J. Church — 
many teachers would feel 


Ok I loved when small, but which i 
Was much too advanced or difficult for first-graders. This class, 
Owever, liked it very much, and on subsequent days asked me 
to read more of it. 
* 
Not lon mother of a seven-year-old child who was not 
yet A me that he had asked her, ‘Why should I 
learn to read? I can tell what all my books are about just by 
RE Books for little children, beginning 
E RER I words and so many pictures that many 
aan s Bee sure where the story is coming from. They 
oe ne y EE in the picture, and that in reading we are 
jue telibe a story about the picture. When I was little, chil- 
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dren’s books contained mostly words and very few pic 
We knew that if we wanted to find out the story, we had 5 
learn to read the words. Remembering this, I one day took Da 
a classroom of three-year-olds a book with no pictures in = it 
all, sat down in a corner, and in a quiet voice began to rea 
aloud. After a while, some of the children began to notice, an 
listen. One by one, they came over to see what I was reat 
When they looked in the book, and saw no pictures, they wee 
at first surprised. Then, after more watching and listening, he 
a number of them would point to a word on the page and as d 
‘What does that say?’ I would tell them. None of them stay" Ea 
for long ~ it wasn't a very interesting book. But they all grasP° 
the vital idea, new to many of them, that in some way thos 
black marks on the Page said something. a 
I have recently heard from his mother that Tommy, who 
year ago was very little interested in books, reading, or written 
words, is now yery much interested in what those words Bef 
He continually asks her what is written on cans, bottles, cere4 
boxes. He likes big words even more than little ones, and he 
finds it mysterious and exciting that the label that said FRUIT 


I discovered that a written word 
aS LAUNDRY. I was about four, 


3 » With their signs. Most of 
these signs said nothing that would SE 


were saying; that is, the grocery sj 
National, A & P, the drugstore S, Liggett’s, and 
so on. But wherever there was a laundry, the sign over it said 
LAUNDRY. Ten, twenty, a hundred times, I must haye seen 
that sign, and under it, in the window, the shirt 


p 'S and oth 
clothing that told me that this was a place where thi. pecan 
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ence: Then, one day, I realized that there was a connexion 
A tween those letters over the store, and the shirts in the win- 
Ow, and what I knew the store was doing; that those letters 
mee the store told me, and were there to tell me, that this 
Place was a laundry, that they said ‘laundry’. 

That is all I can remember about teaching myself to read. 


em Was a very bright, alert, and articulate child, but she did 
2i earn to read in the first grade. Her parents, and we at the 
fae thought this was odd, because she was so bright. She 
f Cn't seem afraid of reading; she hadn't tried to learn and 
ailed; she just hadn’t tried. Her parents, being unusually sen- 
sible, didn’t fuss or worry, and they persuaded the school not 
to fuss and worry either, but to let Jean stay with her class. At 
the end of her third-grade year, though as lively, articulate, and 
Curious as ever, she still was not reading. The school and her 
Parents talked it over, and decided to offer her a choice. They 
Pointed out to her that the fourth grade did a great deal of read- 
ing, that almost all their learning came from books, and almost 
all their talking was about books. It would be very hard, and 
ul, and confusing for her if she did not read. Did she want to 
80 ahead with her class anyway, or would she rather take ~ 
another year in the third grade, to catch up? Jean thought about 
this a while, then said that she would like to stay with her 
Class, By the following winter she was reading as well as any 


ofh A le classmates. 
er very bright and able ‘written by the mother of a boy 


i letter, 

mets a Coby eee in which children are not required 
to attend classes, but learn when and wer Sey like, with what- 
ever help from the older people sean d them they may choose 
to ask for. The boy, Who had poemi EEN great difficulty in his 
Conventional schoo! and pag mot ee Daep, went to this 
school whedhe Mase O E S mother, wrote: 

+1 the last month or so, attended a singl 
em a eS 
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- Teading into the tenth grade, doing maths into the ninth grade 
working with electronics and in several other areas that are 
offered in public schools, even to the high school student ... 


The electronics suggests how this seeming miracle Wa 
accomplished. There are no electronics manuals, texts, anı a 
struction books written for young children. To use them, Ya 

-must be able to read words like ‘resistor’, ‘capacitor’, ‘poten 
meter’, and the like. No doubt this boy had to have help at ine 
but in learning to read the basic terms of electronics he a 
doubtedly got enough information about letters and sounds, cs, 
enable him to read any words he met. To work in electroni ie 
you must also know arithmetic, up through the decimals, SO p 
had to learn that, too, along with a good deal about electrici 
and electric circuits. A 6 

Timetables! We act as if children were railroad trains rop 
ning on a schedule. The railroad man figures that if his tram i 
going to get to Chicago at a certain time, then it must arrive a 
time at every stop along the route. If it is ten minutes late con 
ting into a station, he begins to worry. In the same way, W! 
Say that if children are going to know so much when they go tO 
college, then they have to know this at the end of this grade, 
and that at the end of that grade. If a child doesn’t arrive at one 
of these intermediate stations when we think he should, We 
instantly assume that he is going to be late at the finish. But 
children are not railroad trains. They don’t learn at an even rate- 
They learn in spurts, and the more interested they are in what 
they are learning, the faster these spu 

This is not to say that all children 


their o 
learn so much more rapidly and effecti: 


possibly teach them, that we can afford ow away our 
curricula and our timetables, and set thi Exe aye 
of the time, to learn on their own. 

Nowhere is our obsession with timetables More needless aea 


wn reasons, children 
vely than we could 
to thr 
em free, 
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fool : : 
ee aan reading. We make much too much of the difficul- 
dificult ing to read. Teachers may say, ‘But reading must 
l say that oan st many children wouldn’t have trouble with it’ 
Many are we assume that it is so difficult that so 
eri Acne nI trouble with it. Our anxieties, our fears, and 
dy, cause ings we do to ‘simplify’ what is simple enough 
How most of the trouble. 
ti ee fact, is the task of learning to read? What in- » 
it? What a E relationships must be learned, in order to do 
letters of e have to learn are the various ways in which the 
English. een English can represent the sounds of spoken 
Many ie many such sounds are there? About 45. How 
ese para and combinations of letters, are needed to make 
Sound ther s? About 380. Granted, it would be nice if for each 
letters ee were one and only one letter, as in Italian. But 380 
ow ma letter-groups is nothing to get into a panic over. 
to first ny words does the average child know when he comes 
coop Five thousand or more, And a great many of 
the eds have many more than one definition, as a quick look 
anf ictionary will show, so that the child knows many more 
Ams ve thousand word meanings. And this is not all. He knows 
er: many of the enormous number of English idioms that 
Š such trouble to foreigners. Moreover, he knows most of 
 &rammar of the language, as well. Though he may not know 
cir names, there are hardly any of the constructions of English 


at he cannot understand, or use in his own speech. And 
S is just as true of children in countries whose grammar is 
Much more complicated than English, full of case endings, verb 
Chdings, genders, agreement, and all kinds of things we don’t 
ave to bother with. All over the world, children learn this 
Extraordinary amount of information, most of it by the time 
they are six, and most of it 3° I have described, by themselves, 
Without anything that We could call formal instruction. Com- 
pared with this task, the task of learning to read even English 
is very, very small. To be Sa can’t be done overnight; but it 
Certainly doesn’t deserve all the worry and agony that we put 
into it. All We accomplish, by our worrying, simplifying, and 


at 
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: chit 
teaching, is to make reading a hundred times harder for 
dren than it need be. 


* 


When I went to Europe, 
school French, and lear: 
helped by signs. In tho: 
like our laundries, 
store they were. Thi 
self. Also helpful 
Telephone, No P. 
Restaurant, and s 
children. I thou; 


and began relearning my long forse | 
ning Italian from scratch, I was Er 
se days, at least, most European S' do 
had a sign over them telling what KA 
is made it easy to learn these words Bee 
were signs like Entrance, Exit, Men, WO! Gas, 
arking, Emergency Use Only, Bus Stop, help 
O on. It occurred to me later that it mae is 
ght of making, on 3 x 5 cards, such oie 
Door, Window, Kitchen Sink, Chair, Table, Stairs, Light S frien 
and putting them in the right places. I suggested this to a: older 
who had some small children. She laughed and said, “The a 
one would just tear them all off, and the younger one W‘ 


soy was 
a bit. But later, when Lisa 


a 
and perhaps learned Something from them. When she was 
bit older, she became quite 


interested, and wanted to m 
some herself. 
When Tommy was four | 


decided to make some for him: 
By this time I had decided 


that it would in the long run | 
Wrote more than one word on each sig” 
thus: This Is A Lamp, 


» Clothes Closet, This Is The Washing 
Machine. Though it might be harder at first to figure out 0 
remember what each card said, i i 


from which he could figure out 
so on. He was very enthusiastic about it, Watched me make the 
cards, followed me around when I put them up, and asked me 
about them. Following the lead of Sylvia Ashton-Warner, I said 
that I would make a sign that said anything he Wanted it to say. 
He showed himself very much like the older children — about ~ 


such words as ‘This’, ‘A’, and 


102 


Reading 


nine or ten is the great age for this — who cover the doors of 
elr rooms with notices warning people to stay out, on penalty 
of the most horrible punishments, up to and including death. 
We had put up in the yard a tent for him to play in, and he 
Lamediately asked for a sign saying ‘Do Not Go In This Tent. 
Made it for him, and he put it on. : 
Then he wanted to make signs. I said, ‘Fine! and gave him 
R Cards and a felt-tipped pen. In the back of my mind was a ^ 
Ope that he would start trying to copy some of the words I had 
Written, or would at least use some of the letters I had written. 
But he didn't see the task that way. As he saw it, you thought of 
Something you wanted to say, and then you made some marks 
On a card, and then that was what the card said. What marks 
YOu used were not important. Most of his were rough Os and Us. 
He plunged himself into the task, and soon had his signs all over 


€ place, usuall one of mine. ? 
ere I made ee showing how addicted I can still be 
to narrow and supposedly efficient ways of learning. I began 
to feel that Tommy was so interested in making aad net 
€ Was not interested in looking at or copying MY a RET 
d indeed he wasn't; the task, as he saw it, was 1O A 
stuck up everywhere with marks on them. So I deci at 
this activity probably wasn't very useful, that he se ee 
Or it, wasn’t learning anything from it. I stopped making any 
S nd felt-tipped pen. After 
new signs, and put away the a to take some of his 
a while, perhaps most fools ea I thought, why confuse him, 
pE down, leaving apis with real letters on them? Only 
y not just leave up the it would have been very useful 
later did it occur to me that * that my signs were differ 
for him to discover, bY m Nee act dy, j S5 
fi 4 «aight have Jed him to sce meus UdyasUSt see — 
tom his. This migh hich they were different. 
Some of the ways a MM occur to. me that what he had discovered 
_ Only later yet a ‘was the most important thing he could have 
in making ee writing is a way of expressing one’s thoughts, 
discovered ~ ie, silent speech. What difference did it make that 
a kind of E from his marks what he was trying to say? 


T could not 
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What counted was that he really felt he was saying something: 
It is this feeling about writing that so many children never get 
in school, and that makes all their work with both writing and 
reading seem so dead, artificial, and impersonal. If from the 
start they could think of writing as a way of saying something. 
and reading as a way of knowing what others are saying, they. 
would write and read with much more interest and excitement 
I see now that Tommy’s first sign-making has the samé 
relationship to writing English as an infant's first babbling bas 
to speaking English. I should have encouraged him to 80 fa 
babbling in writing. After a while, almost certainly, he woul 
have begun to think about ways to make his writing like oth®® 
Writing. It would also have been easy to show him, tactfully: 
that many people could read conventional writing, whereas 
only he could read his own. In time he would have begun t° 
be interested in making a writing that other people could rea’ 
In this, as in so many other things, we do things backwards: 
We think in terms of getting a skill first, and then finding usef 
and interesting things to do with it. The sensible way, the best 
Way, is to start with something worth doing, and then, moved 


by a strong desire to do it, get whatever skills are needed. ! 


we begin by helping children feel that writing and reading are 


ways of talking to and reaching other people, we will not hav® 


to bribe and bully them into acquiring the skills; they will want 
them for what they can do with them. : 


* 


I know of a number of schools — there may be many more that 


iere is nothing whatever of what 


are large, 40 children per teacher. 
they are of average I.Q. and often come fr; r A 
little reading is done. How do they learn? ST as FA whea 
What happens? y do they learn 
In most of these schools incomin 


8 five-year. 
read, are put in classes with six- year-olds, who do not 


and Seven-year-olds, who do. 
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a a ae of most of what we call the problem of motiva- 
ethan ae ildren want to be able to do what bigger children 
in the ae do. There are many different kinds of materials 
to read ae that children can read, or use to discover how 
Pictures ee are books, pictures with self-explaining captions, 
Written a sau by children and described by them, stories 
and the i illustrated by children, groups of rhyming words, 
the childr e. In short, a wealth of materials, evidence, whick 
coveries a can take in and from which they can make dis- 
advice a ie there are many people from whom they can get 
imag elp, when and if they wantit. - 
ieee of these classrooms the teachers were making 
elpful i ve use of tape recorders. I have described earlier how 
they an is for many children to hear a story read aloud, while 
cannot a the words with their eyes. Teachers with 40 students 
ictate lo this reading themselves. What they had done was 
ften on to a tape a number of the books that were in the class. 
arou: I saw three, four, sometimes even SX children sitting 
ee a table, listening over headphones to a story being read 
a” while they read or followed the same story in a book in 
ont of them. ‘There is much here that we can borrow, and 


Perhaps add to and improve. r é 

ia many elementary-school classrooms children dictate 
Stories, directly or through a tape recorder, to their teacher, 
Who writes out the stories and returns them to their authors. 


Or many chi these stories are much more exciting to read 
y children, thes any children who had not 


an some old book. By such means m: 3 

en at all interested in learning to read have become interested. 
In some inner city schools, the children, bored gieh ate com 
mercially available readers, which have nothing to do with life 
as they know it, are writing ey r E 

Unti we have en som at we 
ntil recentiy ‘orders by the fact that the machines 
jldren to operate and too easy for them 
jing wheels! All that lovely tape, just 


could do with *ape Te 
were too difficult for ch 


to damage. Those whi 
aaa be spilled out on the floor! It was more than most 


risk. But now, with the development of cassette- 
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type recorders, we have machines that are so simple to oP 
that children could easily be taught both to record and a 
back on them without supervision. This would make it possi d 
for a teacher, perhaps with the help of some children, to recor 

a tape library to go with many of the books in their book tore 
so that at any time a child who wanted to hear a book Er 
aloud, and read it at the same time, could easily do so: Oe 
there were children of different ages in a class, the older a 

could often write out stories that the younger ones had dictated. 


We took 
ight Keny to the pool today — our first trip this year. ; 
most infants hi ad an accident that would have discouraged 
€ steps lea ae age. He was standing on the first and second of 
Was as far as h g down into the shallow end of the pool. This 
a ride’ in th e wanted to go; he had refused my invitation for 
looking AG aes water. Instead, he walked about on the steps, 
Baiada feeling it with his hands, Suddenly, as 
his head. Hi und, he stepped off the edge and dropped in over 
s older sister, watching close by, had him out ina 


Second 
» Ci H 

oughing and spluttering, but not visibly frightened. 
rest and get his breath 


ter a 7 
short time out of the water, to 
he asked for the ride he 


d coy 

ad a fe back, he was in again. Now 
e Water earlier. I took him in my arms and walked about in 
Me tight! i Which came up to his waist and chest. He clung to 
ina ane holding on, as babies do, with arms and legs. Once 
it cue e I would duck down in the water far enough so that 
id no up to his shoulders, but a% he did not seem to like it, I 
aw t do it often. At no time did he relax his tight grip of 
the and legs, and after a short time, he wanted to g0 back to 
steps, This was all he wanted to do today. 


9 June 1965 
Today. Tommy was much more eager to get into the water 
and eben ride. He clung to me less tightly, and did not 
Bee oe joyed it, when the water came up to his 

we had done this a while, I thought I might 


shoulders: Afte™ 
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be able to get him to let me hold him without his holding mg 
I began by gently loosening the grip of his legs. He did not E 
and seemed pleased to have them free in the water as f 
walked around. Then, holding his body very firmly in my hanes 
I was gradually able to get him to loosen his arms around be) 
neck, and to hold on to my arms instead. Thus I could tow ee, 
around in something like a true swimming position. After a i 
of this I urged him to kick his feet, and moved his legs to sho 
him what I meant. He liked this and began to kick — as he doe 
everything else — vigorously. Now and then, for a short time, 
I could get him to let go of my arms and have his hands free I 
the water. Once or twice I Was even able to get him to padd 4 

His progress in exploring this new element of water was "9 
steady and uninterrupted, The courage of little children (aP 
not them alone) rises and falls, like the tide — only the cycles a 
in minutes, or even seconds. We can see this vividly when we 
Watch infants of two or so, walking with their mothers, or play- 
ing in a playground or park. 

Not long ago I saw this 
The mothers were chattin 


freely, ignoring their mothers. Thi 
use up their store of 
their mothers’ sides, and 


S a $ 
that he wanted to be held in the ame coin ee showed me 
with which we had begun. Or he might even ae ne grip 
the steps, or to be lifted out of the Pool altogether ee ack to 
minutes later, he would be back in the water A oe n 


more adventure. 
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At one time or another I have watched a number of parents 
ee ee teach their very little children to swim, On the whole, 
ae lon't get very far, because they are so insensitive to this 
Bees fall of courage in the child. Is it because they don’t 
Gaia’ eae because they don’t care? Perhaps they feel that the 
Bs > eelings are unimportant, to be easily overridden by 
ne ation and encouragement, or even anger and threats. 
i ge obabiy, people who don’t care much how a child feels 
teach ot notice much how he feels. In any case, such would-be 
ae even when they are not wholly unsuccessful, lose a 
i eal, since a child who is allowed to return to babyhood for 
Whe ile when he feels the need of it, to fill up his tank of courage 
far a he feels it run dry, will move ahead into the unknown 

‘aster than we adults could push him. 

Of course, Tommy has always been an exceptionally bold and 
adventurous baby. Very few children, however carefully and 
respectfully treated, progress as fast as he does. But the prin- 
ciple is always true. If we continually try to force a child to do 
What he is afraid to do, he will become more timid, and will 
Use his brains and energy, not to explore the unknown, but to 
find ways to avoid the pressures we put on him. If, however, 
We are careful not to push a child beyond the limits of his 


Courage, he is almost sure to get braver. fa 

Tommy's sister Lisa, for example, was much more timid 
than he is. When she first went to a pool, she would not do any- 
thing more than sit on the top step and splash her feet, and her 
expression and manner show he thought that even this 


ed that s! aol 
Was a risky business. It was weeks before she was willing to get 
as much as waist deep, or allow any © 


f us to give her a ride. 
It was not until the following summer that she would let us 
tow her around without her kolang OS tightly with her arms, 
But we ected her natural timidity and caution. The result 
Was that she wented, and learned, to combat her fears and 
overcome theme Now, at the age of six, she is a fearless skiier, 
going down difficult ed we children twice her age. In the 
he Works har at learning to swim, which she does 
summed ost of her friends. 


as well as ™' 
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10 June 1965 


ce the tw 
Was very interested in this Tope, and particularly n i 
- blue-and-white plastic floats that helped hold it up. left off the 
not at all interested in going on from where we had le want 
day before, in learning to kick and paddle. Instead, he adult, ! 
to investigate the rope and the floats. At first, like any 
from learning to T coul 
for he soon discovered that with the rope ed the 
without my help, and a 
Tope to explore further into this new element. When he 


Work. Of course, he was lar; 
his own body and by the s 


At first I stayed very close to him when he was holding 


po! 
rope. Then, very gradually, as he Zot used to the idea of my pim 
holding him, I moved farth 


, after a moment o; 


of the rope to the other. He also discovered that while holding 
on to the rope he could let his feet swin underneath it so that 
he wasin effect floating on his back. He liked th; , though getting 
right side up again was something of a struggle, 
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There were many other children in the pool, swimming, 
lashing, leaping about, and jumping in and out. This made 
another problem for Tommy. Water was being continually 
‘Played in his face, and now and then a wave would come up 
over his mouth, and even his nose. I did not fully realize, until 
l watched him, that one of the most important and subtle skills 
Mat à swimmer must develop is a reflex that automatically 

Ocks his mouth and nose whenever the water rises over them. 
ofte xpert swimmer does this without thinking, and indeed 

ten learns to breathe through the upper part of his mouth even 
When the lower part is under water. This baby, naturally, had 
RO such skill. He didn’t know how to keep water out of his 
Mouth and nose. He did not even understand that this had to 
hi done. Quite the reverse, in fact; when a wave rose up over 

‘S face it so startled him that he was very likely to gasp in 
Surprise, and thus take water down all pipes. Then followed 

uch choking, coughing, spluttering, and often a loud burp. 

Sttunately it was about as easy for him to get the water out 


aS to t: iti san't like i is happened, and almost 
ake it in. He didn’t like it when this hap 0 ee 


always need ent af 

led to be held for a mom 
never cried or asked to leave the pool. Now and Hee ee 
D indignantly, ‘Too much peoples!’ To which I c 
Bree, 


A child finds it easier to learn to be aware of ie poo that 
Or mouth is under water, and to act aee leds and being 
'Snot too rough. But this pool was Seto to keep the waves 

country, had no ovens eee the situation. One help- 
ful game turned up quite by ee outhful of water, which he 
When he got a small pe out in my face. I made a great 
Mstantly and instinctively iS AT choked, spluttered. He 
vent of this — grim ly funny, and quickly did it again, put- 
thought this was terribly to get new mouthfuls to spray at me. 
ting his face in the e, He could see that a grown-up could 
is game had sev‘ ough, and that he was not the only one to 
Choke, gasp, ay erould happen. Also, he could see that getting 


Whom such 
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a mouthful of water need not be an accident or a ae 
Finally, he could feel that he was deciding and cone ha 
whether water was going into his mouth, or out. When ne a 
done this a while I thought I could get him to blow bubl ‘an 
the water, and did it for him. He showed no interest in imita! 
me, so I dropped it. 


12 June 1965 


t 
Today was the most adventurous of all. As soon as Me 
into the water he asked me to take him for a ride. So I t° to 
him for a while around the shallow end. He did not hole hi 
me, but kicked and paddled vigorously. I was able to hol feng 
very lightly, and after a while, gave him no support we 
I said to him, ‘You're swimming, you're swimming!’ and $0 
his excited expression it was clear that he knew this weld 
Finally 1 took my hands away from him altogether, and as 
them out of the water, to show him and his mother that he W 


truly on his own. A few seconds of this at a time was aS mu a 
adventure as he could Stand, so I was careful to give bess 
little contact and support before he could be worried by n 
having it. 


J 


e 
own. As I came to the deep end, the 


told me j off 

diving board and have me catch eee Fading! 
You're sure he wants to do th; 3 
board, walked out to the enq, 
jumped off. I caught him, and 
the side of the pool. Back he c: second try, and a third, 
ere h: 4 
bigger children waiting for a turn on eee ies 
ture brought on a crisis. Having jumped off Te nE ia felt 
that the oe wes rere his. Next time a began 10 

im, he asked me to give him a ride ọn g 
syam the deep side of the 
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Tope. A. 
deep Gian as he got over the rope he headed straight for the 
long, and ae swimming with all his might. I followed 
im back RoR we got to where I could just stand, I turned 
he Way to the d s the shallow end. He said he wanted to go all 
m back. He eep end, and turned right around again. I turned 
and then the POEA and turned again. Soon his mother, 
to stay at the pee joined me in telling him that he had 
Enough swim EMO end, that he wasn’t big enough or a good > 
as best he could: to swim at the deep end. For a while he argued, 
Boing to Jet T d, but when he realized that we were really not 
ather, to roa im swim in the whole pool, he began to cry, or 
could not a r, with disappointment, humiliation, and rage. We 
Proved Retna him. It must have seemed to him that he had 
‘at in kee a D had earned the right to use the whole pool, and 
ing again, Ping him in the shallow end we were just discriminat- 
St him. 


' 16 June 1965 
ad 
e artier has kept us from the pool for a few days. Today 
mn: n brought us back again. As we drove down in the car, 
y My said to me several times, ‘Don’t hold me, John- I do it 
Wo Tat He was clearly rehearsing in his mind what he 
eee when he got to the pool. It seemed to me that ms 
e kind ‘tion that many experts say aa 
otmen eae bly older children, cannot 
Jastic bubble on, Tommy 


© began ti The bubble; ri 
ept an = hte vertical position, so that he had to work 
rd progress: Only when another child, 


Water, he was 
IIs 
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A f 
across the entire shallow end. This used up most of his stora j- : 
energy and confidence for the day. Most of the rest of the 


he was content to have me tow him around, or to hang on aM 
Play with the rope. 


18 June 1965 


Today he learned for the first time how to deal with water oe 
ing up over his face. He began the day’s exploration, aS be my 
done several times before, by jumping off the steps into © 
hands. However, he must have been feeling a bit more 
than usual, for he asked me to hold him, not just in my har 
but in my arms. We had not done this for some time. 12 uld 
Way I would take him back to the steps, from which he W° he 
Jump off into my hands again. After doing this a few time aa 
felt bolder, and was willing to swim back to the steps; I giv! i; 
him only token support. This soon became no support at oA 
as soon as he reached me he would turn around and swim 


ous in; x 7 
was to hold her in the water ina swimming pos ae pen 
face down, or belly down, while she paddleq and kd ae mate 
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Proper ti 
Where N it. Th bad idea, but this was not the time, or any- 
ose of her A e little girl suddenly found herself snatched 
new, and still Bee her father, and suspended helpless over this 
M his hands, hee and frightening element. She went rigid 
` and struggled her back, as if to lift herself out of the 
and said, i to get loose. No use. Her father held her 
ove your Ea a louder and louder voice, ‘Kick your feet! 
or and anger l The little girl began to scream, partly in 
se her father 2} partly in the hope that if she made enough 
eatening vonia have to stop. For a while he countered 
3 © you hear! Th outs of his own: ‘Rink! Rink! You stop it! 
€ held the str ere’s nothing to be afraid of! Be quiet!’ But 
and as her sc onger hand. The pool was surrounded by people, 
Proving i reams got louder and louder, more and more dis- 
Uriously tes were turned on him, until he gave up, and 
Peated the ed her out of the pool. Not long after this he re 
Pool was ea with a little boy. Before our short stay at the 
nd terror, er, he had reduced all three of his children to tears 


Noi; 


m 
Betin a he was able to keep his mou 
y a o spit it right out again. He was no longer much troubled 
in the ay flying in his face- He accepted 
i Water. In this, as in other ways: he showed that he was 
Senning to feel that the water was his element, and that he 

asat home in it. 

* 
Here my visit came to an end, and with it my reports on 
Tommy's progress- The styrofoam Plastic bubble he wears is 
buoyant enough tO support him with very See ees 
Part. It seemed to MS et the next step was to free him of his 
dependence 07 this bubble, so that he could support himself 
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entirely by his own buoyancy and effort. One way to do Er 
might be to carve little hunks off the bubble-so that it wou 
gradually give less and less support. Another way might be ' 
take him in now and then without the bubble, holding him uP 
with hands, or by a belt around his waist, and gradually rena 
this support. Perhaps in a year or two he will himself decide ne 
the bubble is babyish, and that he no longer wants or needs sf 
Whatever method is used, our experience so far makes it clea 
that when we use a child’s natural desire to explore the new 
and unknown, and to gain some control over it, without tryin 
to force him faster or farther than he feels ready to 8% bo 
pupil and teacher have the most fun and make the most Pr 
gress. 


* 


had, I, or David Hardy, the 


sixth-grade teacher, would rap out balls for infield practice, oF 


occasionally pitch for batting Practice. Fourth, fifth, and sixth- 


graders would do the fielding: third- ader: i ven 
second-graders, would run the bases, ele NS © 


With such limited time ang Space for wos i 

r: ot 

expect to get much of a softball E sie TA 
the boys in the school were not tne 


ney: outstandingly athletic to 
begin with. Yet, year after year, we were able to field S coat 
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te 
aad eel team that could hold its own against other boys 
complicated age. How did these kids manage to learn this very 

ere was game? David and I certainly didn’t teach them. 
instruction no time, or room, for anything that could be called 
tating. Yea No, they learned by watching each other, and imi- 

ere A afer year we would see the same thing happen. 
50 hopeless] be a boy in the third or fourth grade who seem: 
and skills Bey unathletic, and ignorant of all the rules » 
Play, Two aseball that it looked as if he could never learn to 
Often an years later that same boy would be a competent and 
Playing plete player — and many of them did almost all their 
boys wh t school. They learned, as I say, by watching the older 

X © did it best, and trying to do what they did. 
Matter of fact, they learned, on the whole, much better 


an 
Was ue e boys at another school, at which I taught, where there 
ie more time given to sports, and where 


them. I 
determined en 


teach 
anybody anything. I remember a 
is trying to ae ie and throw. I can still see their gullen 
Prac ened faces, feel their limp, uncooperating ue es, 
actically hear their thoughts. Here was school broug t right 
Out into the play-yard, where they were supposed to be having 
in, orat lecst A moments zee ‘school. Small wonder 
We did not get far. If instead, they had had a chance to play 
ith, and see, and imitate igger boys, how mu 
might haye gone. 


ough you can 
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One morning, in the first-grade classroom, two little girls, very 
close friends, got big pieces of paper, and pencils, sat down at a 
table, and got ready to draw. After some thought, one began to 
draw a very large tree. She started at the bottom of the page 
and drew two lines, which came together for a while and then 
went parallel up the page, almost to the very top before they 
began to spread out again. Then she made a fork in this trunk, 
near the top. From the two main branches so obtained she drew 
several smaller branches, which she began to cover with leaves. 
All the while, the other little girl watched, and did nothing. 
After a while I said to her, ‘What are you going to draw?’ I 
Was not insistent, only curious. She said, ‘I don’t know what to 
draw.’ I said, ‘Why not draw another tree?’ She said, without 
any hesitation or shame, ‘I don’t know how.’ 

It was a surprise and revelation to me. Though I like to look 
at much drawing and painting, I know very little about it. There 
was almost no art in my own schooling. I can only remember 
one art class, and one picture that I tried to paint — an owl sitting 
on a limb of a dead tree, with a full moon behind it; for me, a 
rather ambitious work. I never finished it. As a result of my 
inexperience, I had the naive idea that artists just look at what 
is in front of them and copy it, getting better at this as they go 
along. Only recently have I learned that life does not copy itself 
on paper, and that to make, with lines and colours, an image 
that looks like something real, takes technique. There is a trick 
or many tricks, that have to be learned, practised, and eae 


ted L hadn't occurred to me to think of this in children’s 
. as children would see it. I thought that at their more 
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primitive level, art was just a kind of copying. So when this 
child told me that she did not know how to draw a tree, I was 
startled. It was on the tip of my tongue to say, ‘Well, just look 
at one.’ But I thought again. I remembered reading once that 
many primitive people cannot recognize either drawings Or 
photographs of even the most familiar objects and surround- 
ings. We say, we believe, that a picture looks like life, but it 
really doesn’t. Pictures are flat; life has depth. The business of 
turning real objects into flat pictures is a convention, like 
language, and like language, it must be learned. 

A picture of a tree, I realized, has somewhat the same rela- 
tion to a real tree that a map of a town has to the town. The 
map is like the town, in many ways; but in making a map We 
put some things in and leave others out. The same with a 
picture. This little girl, looking at the complicated piece of 
reality we call tree, with all its colours, shapes, textures, masses, 
light and shade, did not know which of these qualities to repre 
sent with her pencil, nor how to do it. 

Two or three days later, I saw the same girls, sitting at a table 
again with big pieces of paper before them. But this time there 
was the familiar tree on both pieces of paper, the roots coming 
jn to make the trunk, the trunk going almost to the top of the 
page, the two forked branches, the smaller branches sticking out 
any way, the green leaves. I said, ‘Ah, I see you're drawing a 
tree’ She gave me a pleased smile, and then, nodding towards 
her friend, said, ‘She showed me how.’ And then went on with 
her work. 

In the same class was another girl who loved to draw as much 
as any child of that age I have ever known. She worked hard 
and quickly, and turned out picture after picture. The walls of 
the room were covered with them. All of them were interesting, 
both to me and the other children. She always drew more or 
less the same thing — a house, with people in and around it. But 

she varied the drawings in many ways, in the shape of the 
house, in the kind of garden and trees that grew around it, in 
the people and the things they were doing. 

These pictures were large and full of life and activity, What 
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Was most remarkable about them was the extraordinary 
amount of detail she put into them. When she put grass around 
a house, she didn’t just make some slashes of green crayon; she 
drew blades of grass, and coloured them. When she drew flowers, 
she put on leaves and petals. Her people always had five fingers 
on each hand, and in the right proportions; and on each finger 
she put a correctly shaped fingernail. After a while she began 
to put curtains inside the windows of her houses, carefully. 
pulled aside, like the curtains in a real house. 

Some of the people who have made a fad or cult of psycho- 
ht at this point make learned noises 


analysing children’s art mig) 
about this child’s obsession with detail, compulsive character, 
nt of truth in this, but no 


etc. There might be a tiny fragme 
y and energetic little girl, 


More than that. This was a very £a 
one of the leaders in her class. She drew as she did because she 


liked to look at things and draw them the way she saw them. 
Art was her way of expressing much of what she was learning 
about life. It sharpened her eyes as well, and gave her an idea 
of what next to look for. And not only her eyes, but the eyes 
of many of her classmates. A number of them, without think- 
ing of it this way, made themselves into a kind of school under 
her leadership, like the schools of the old Italian masters. They 
drew pictures like hers, or used her ideas and developed them in 
their own ways. The kind of carefully and surely observed detail 
that she put in her pictures began to appear in others’ work as 


well. Children would go up —! ‘used to hear them — and look at 
one of her drawings, and notice that the people had fingernails. 
‘Look!’ they would say- ‘They even have fingernails.’ It seemed. 
a wonderful achievement. Then they would think of putting 
some fingernails on the people in their own pictures, and they 
would look with a new eye at their own fingernails, to see what 
they really looked like, how they were shaped, how big they 
were. Or they would begin to try to find some details that his 
little girl, their leader, had not yet thought to put in. 

J wish I could report that this tremendously productive and 
self-renewing process continued and grew throughout the year. 
It didn’t. This was not because of the teacher, who was'a very 
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understanding and gentle woman, and gave these children much 
more time for art than would most first-grade teachers. But she 
was under the pressure of the curriculum, the academic lock- 
step, and both she and the children were under the pressure of 
the nervous parents, worried about their children’s ‘progress’ - 
that is, whether the Ivy League express was running on schedule. 
The children began to feel, after a while, that there was no time 
-for art, that it was not serious — and six-year-olds in school are 
very serious. They are also very sensitive to what adults value. 
They show a parent or teacher a picture, and the adult says, 10 
a perfunctory voice, ‘How nice, dear.’ Then they take home 
some idiot work-book, whose blanks they have dutifully filled 
in, and their parents show real joy and excitement. Soon the 
pictures get shoved aside by the work-books, even though there 
is more real learning in a good picture than in twenty work- 
books. When, in later years, the children do draw pictures, they 
are very likely to draw them more as an escape from real life, 
like the war scenes of third-grade boys, or the horses that ne 
year-old girls interminably draw, than as a way of getting in 
touch with real life. Not that art as a way of expressing fantasy, 
fears, and hopeless wishes hasn’t value. But this kind of drawing 
is liable to be furtive and trivial, done on the edges of note- 
books and homework Papers. It is no longer bold and serious. 
When I was very young, hardly more than six, if that, my 


father brought to our apartment, one day, a friend who was an 
artist. After a while he took out a big drawing pad and a soft 
pencil and began to draw. 


Before my fascinated and unbelieving 
eyes, there began to appear on the paper — a knight! In full 
armour! It was a miracle. One minute, blank paper; then, a 
line here, a line there, the hand working smoothly and surely: 
and there he was, almost as real as life. | would not have been 
much surprised if he had stepped right off the page. Certainly 
there was nothing that I wanted, then and for some time, aS 
much as to have been able to do what that man did — put life 
on a page with a pencil. It seemed a superhuman skill; I couldn’t 
imagine being ab 


le to, but I would haye iven anything to have 
been able to do it myself, ips, 
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ild in school today having such an 
experience. It is good that they are allowed and encouraged to 
paint big, sloppy, colourful pictures with poster paint, without 
anyone leaning over their shoulder telling them to do it this 
Way or that way, or that what they have done is wrong. But 
there are possibilities in art that they can hardly have dreamed 
of, as I would never have dreamed of anyone being able to make 
that knight. They ought to be able to see more of those possi- _ 
bilities, They should at least be exposed to the idea that art 
can be, not just a diversion, put a very powerful way of getting 
in touch with and expressing reality. In short, they should meet 
some people who can make real things appear on paper. No 
doubt many children would not choose to explore reality in 


that particular way; they would rather do their exploring 
through books, or construction, or machines, or experiments 
ces. But some children would 


in any one of a number of scien 

choose the way of art, like the girl in the first-grade class, and 
their serious work would be a great benefit to themselves and 
many children around them. 

Art can exercise the brain, as well as the eye and hand. I 
said in How Children Fail that the test of intelligence was not 
how much we know how to do, but how We behave when we 
don’t know what to do. Similarly, any situation, any activity, 
that puts before us real problems, that we haye to solve for our- 
selves, problems for which there are no answers in any ears 
sharpens our intelligence. The arts, like the crafts and e 
skilled trades, are full of such problems, which is why our skilled 
artists, artisans, and craftsmen are very likely to be HER 
witted people. Their minds are active and inventive; they have __ 


to be ; 
i i friend of mine, 
An this cam i 
when ae oon started to paint. When he had ct ae 3 
year or two, I asked how it was going. He said, eae s 
was one problem he couldn’? seem to lick — he co g 
water to lie down. Seeing mY blank face, 
to paint landscapes, an 


every time he tried to paint 
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look like water at all; it looked like a sheet of blue or green or 
grey glass sticking straight up out of the ground. He showed mea 
couple of pictures, and it was so. We parted, but I couldn’t get 
his problem out of my mind. I kept asking myself, what is it 
that, seen by the eye, tells our brain that what is in front of us is 
a horizon surface of water and not a vertical sheet of glass. 
What are the cues and clues? 

One day, walking down by the Charles River, I began to look 
carefully, to see if I could find an answer to the question. Of 
course, there are many. If there are waves, they seem bigger 
close up; at a distance they lose their individual identity and 
fade into a rough texture. If there are things along the bank, 
they get smaller as the bank gets farther away; in other words, 
perspective tells us that the edges of the body of water are 
not all the same distance from us. If the water is calm, 
things are reflected in it. Even where perspective gives 
us no sure sign that some parts of the body of water are farther 
from us than others, colour change would do it — things 
farther away are fuzzier, more blue and grey. For some reason, 
finding the answer to this question gave me great satisfaction. I 
had solved a mystery, and saw, and thought, a little more clearly 
than before. > 

Because I am ignorant and unskilled in drawing and paint- 
ing, I could not give many ideas or much inspiration to the 
children I worked with. But I was able to do a couple of small 
things that aroused their curiosity and interest, and these possi- 
bilities for learning and growth stretched out into the future. 
After teaching fifth grade for four years, I spent a year as a kind 
of roaming teacher, developing ideas and materials, most but 
not all connected with teaching maths. Most of the materials I 
wanted to use I had to make myself. Usually my raw material 
was the cardboard that laundries put in shirts. It was cheap 
and easy to work with. Some of the time, I worked in my own 
office-classroom, but as time wert on I did a good deal of my 
manufacturing in other classrooms, the teachers permitting, 
where children could see what I was doing, and, if so inclined, 
wonder about it, and perhaps imitate it. 
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‘ One day I was in a first-grade classroom, and for the first time 
in that room, began to make some small, open-topped card- 
board boxes, of just such dimensions that various sizes of 
Cuisenaire rods would fit neatly into them. I had a drawing 
board, a T-square and triangles, a ruler, and a sharp knife to cut 
the cardboard. All this material was interesting to the children. 
Every now and then, in the midst of their normal class business, 
they would come over to the corner where I was working, and 
watch me for a second or two before leaving. Sometimes they, 
would ask what I was doing, to which I would reply, ‘Oh, just 
making something.’ 

By the time I had finished a few boxes they could see what 
my work was all about. They wanted to make some of their 
own. So, when there was time in their schedule, the teacher 
gave them pieces of a heavy paper known as oak tag, and some 
scissors, and told them to go ahead. Off they went. By watching 
me, or each other, or by thinking, or by trial and error, they all 
figured out that to make a rectangular box with an open top 
you had to cut outa piece in the shape of a heavy cross. At first 
these shapes were very crude, the sides not carefully measured, 
if at all, and the corners not square. But children have a great 
deal of what might be called a sense of workmanship. When 


they are not bribed or bullied, they want to do whatever they 
are doing better than they did it before. So they began to make 
figure out how to cut them 


their boxes more carefully, trying to 
long the edges, and so that 


so that the sides would join evenly al 
the top of the box would be smooth. Nobody asked me for 


advice. Now and then someone would watch me doing it for a 
while, and that was all. Then they went back to work. 

I watched their work for a bit - not as long as I would have 
liked, I had other classes to work with, and some special classes 
to teach, and a number of kids to ‘tutor’, which meant cram- 
ming them in the hope they could pass some kind of test. So I 
didn’t have as much time as Jewould have liked for leisurely ex- 
ploration, or to pursue a promising lead. And the first-grade 
teacher, naturally, felt she had to get through her curriculum, 
and get those children ready for second grade. So they were not 
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able to spend enough time making boxes to explore and develop 
some of the mathematical possibilities that lie in such work — 
making boxes of exact dimensions, making boxes to hold cer- 
tain quantities of wooden cubes, making boxes of shapes other 
than rectangular, and so on. 

However, in the short time that they were working on them, 
one little boy did a remarkable piece of work which in time 
might have led him and the class in directions I had never even 
thought of. Incidentally, he had been one of the more trouble- 
some members of quite a troublesome class. After making a few 
boxes with open tops, he began to think about the problem of 
making a box with a closed top. He soon figured out what shape 
piece he had to cut out in order to do this. Then, looking at his 
closed box, he began to think of it as a house, and drew a door 
and some windows on it. But this wasn’t a very interesting, or 
house-like looking house. He began to think how he might make 
a house that really looked like a house, with a peaked roof. I 
didn’t see him work on the problem, and don't know by what 
steps he managed it, but within a few days his teacher showed 
me a cardboard house, with peaked roof, that he had cut out 
in one piece. It was well made, too; the sides and the roof fit 
together quite well. And he had cut out, not drawn, the doors 
and windows, before folding the house together. A most extra- 
ordinary piece of work. 

In such work are many possibilities for further exploration 
and learning. This particular child, and class, had no time to 
explore them. But in a different kind of class and school, they 
might have gone on to do quite a number of things. We can 
imagine them making models of many differently shaped ob- 
jects; or making models of one object, but in various sizes, the 
shape remaining the same but the scale changing. Children are 
very interested, indeed fascinated by the idea of scale. That 
things can be made the same shape, that is, to look the same, but 
some of them bigger than others, i$ a great mystery and wonder 
to them. One teacher I knew made, for demonstration purposes, 
a giant set of Cuisenaire rods, which her children loved to look 
at and work with. With this somewhat in mind, I made, of 
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cardboard, a miniature set of Cuisenaire rods, to about two 
fifths the scale of the real ones. A number of first-grade chil- 
dren were much taken with them. They were amazed and de 
lighted to see that relations that held true for the real rods, also 
held true for these miniature ones. 

There are also great possibilities in scale drawings. I re 
member when I was little seeing somebody make a big copy of a 
small picture by putting the small picture on a grid — squared or , 
graph paper — and then transferring it to a bigger grid. I think 
I even did it once or twice myself, and was always amazed to see 
that it worked. But this was not part of our regular schoolwork; 
if we did such things, we had to do them at home, or if we did 
them in school, we had to be careful that nobody saw us. I can 
easily imagine, however, that a class of young children, starting 
with a small line drawing, could be fascinated with the idea of 
making that drawing bigger and bigger, until they had a copy 
big enough to cover a large part of a wall or a chalkboard. This, 
in turn, could easily lead into the idea of coordinate points, 
graphs, and analytic geometry, representing pictures by things 
that were not pictures, but functions. Or, in another direction, 
it could lead to the idea of making accurate drawings, to various 
scales, of real objects, and from there to measurement, not only 


of lengths but of angles, and to map-making. ae 

It is easy to see how much arithmetic there would be in this. 
One of the fundamental ideas behind most of what we do in 
school is that children should and must spend many years 
memorizing a lot of dull facts before they can begin to do 
interesting things with them. This is a foolish way to £0 about 
things, and it doesn’t work. Most children get so fed up with 


learning the dull facts that they quit before they get enough of 
them to do, or even to want to do, anything interesting with 
them, And even of the children who do learn all the facts, most 
have their wits so dulled in the process that they can't think 
of anything interesting to do with them, but just go on 

hich accounts for too much of 


accumulating more and more - W ints for c 
the activity in our graduate schools and universities. But if we 
get the horse in front of the cart where it belongs, if we get 
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-children to do things that require them to find and make use of 
otherwise dull and useless facts, they learn these facts very 
rapidly — like the boy I described who, as a result of working on 
electronics, gained nine years of skill in reading and maths in 
two years, and without ever going to a formal class. 

Another time, I introduced the first grade to the idea of iso- 

metric drawings. It is easier to show what they are than to say- 
Suppose I have a cube in front of me. An isometric drawing of 
that cube would show three faces of that 
cube, the top and two sides, and would be so 
drawn that all the edges were the same length. 
The vertical edges of the cube would be shown 
by vertical lines on the paper; the horizontal 
edges, by lines going to right and left at sixty 
degrees to the vertical. 

Isometric drawings are used by draughtsmen to give three- 
dimensional views of objects. There is a kind of paper called 
isometric paper, on which are ruled vertical lines, and lines 
going up to the right and left at sixty degrees to the vertical. 
With a ditto machine I made some of this paper, and took it 
down to the first graders. At first I used it to make coloured 
patterns, using pastel crayons or coloured magic marker. Some 
interesting shapes and patterns came out, and it wasn’t long 
before the children were asking me if they could have a piece 
of paper so that they could do some of this themselves. Which 
they did. 

One day, while I was in a first-grade class, half visiting and 
watching, and half working on my own work, the idea came of 
making an isometric drawing of a house with pitched roof and 
dormer windows. This raises some interesting problems, as any- 
one will find out who tries it. The main part of the house was 
easy to draw, as were the doors and windows, and the roof was 
quite easy. But when I began to try to figure out how to make 
the dormer windows fit into the roof, things became more diffi- 
cult. Here again, as I puzzled and worked on this, children began 
to drift over now and then for a few seconds, to see what I was 
doing. After a while, some of them wanted to try to make some 
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isometric drawings. First they drew simple boxes; then they 
began to draw flatroofed houses, with doors and windows. 
Sometimes, drawing their windows, they would forget that a 
line that in life was horizontal, had to go up at sixty degrees 
to the vertical in the drawing; but when they had made this 
mistake, they would almost always notice, after a while, that 
it looked funny and wrong, or someone would point it out to 
them. Then they would come over to take another look at mine, 
to see how I dealt with the problem. Some of them even began 
to grapple with the problems of drawing a pitched roof - which 
for a first-grader is hard. Again, we had little time to pursue this 
activity, but it was clear that the children were very interested 
in it, and might have learned a lot from it. Like the work we 
did with boxes, it stretches out in several directions. We can 
imagine children making isometric drawings, to various scales, 
of a number of real objects; or exploring the relations between 
conventional scale drawings, which show front-view (or eleva- 
tion), side-view, and top-view; or going from one kind of draw- 
ing to the other. And still more interesting problems and 
possibilities would arise if we introduced the idea of perspective. 
Little children, like primitive painters, do not get much depth 
into their drawings, because, like the little girl with the tree, 
they don’t know how, and have never even considered the 
problem. Suppose they were challenged with this? We could 
hardly expect little children to discover the idea of perspective 
for themselves, though here as in other places they might sur- 
prise us; but they could certainly see for themselves the need 


for it, and would be delighted to see that there was a way of 
drawing railroad tracks that looked the way railroad tracks 


really do look. 
I said earlier that art, 


a 


in this very strict sense of representing 


the appearance of things on paper, exercises the mind as well 


as the eye. Once,I asked my fifth-grade class to draw me a 
picture of a bicycle. Instantly thumbs went down on the panic 
button, What kind of bicycle? The kind you ride, the kind that 


you see out in the school yard, a regular two-wheeled bicycle. 
Boy's or girl's? I don’t care. So they began to draw. There was 
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no question here of prior skill; only one or two of the children in 
the class really liked to draw for pleasure — this after years of 
school ‘art’, in schools that believed, or said they believed, that 
art was important. And even they didn’t like to draw bicycles. 
After some time, except for one or two deliberate failers who 
refused even to try, the children gave me their pictures. They 
were extraordinarily revealing. The kids in the class who were 
»intelligent, whose minds were still active, who were still 
interested in how things were instead of right answers and stay- 
ing out of trouble, drew bicycles that. looked more or less like 
bicycles. They may have been wrong in detail, here and there, 
but their bicycles made some sense. Clearly, they had thought, 
as they drew, about how a bicycle is made and works. They 
had all drawn some kind of frame; the wheels were attached to 
the frame; there was some way of making the wheels go round. 
But the other children, the defeated, drew the most extra- 
ordinary collection of shapes. They had very little connexion 
with a real bike, or for that matter, with each other. I could 
usually make out what were supposed to be wheels, but they 
were rarely connected to anything else at all. Two or three 
vague parts of a bicycle floating in the air, is what most of 
them looked like. So I took a number of these children outside, 
with pads and pencils, and sat them down in front of a bicycle, 
and asked them to try again. The results were hardly any better. 
With the bike right before them, they could not see how it was 
put together, or if they could, could not hold that knowledge in 
mind long enough to transfer it to paper. It seemed as if their 
schooling had been for so long so far removed from reality that 
they were no longer able to see reality, to grasp it, to come to 
grips with it. 

If children could do more of the kind of work I have described 
and suggested, they would get, not just knowledge, but skill. 
This is important to a child. To be, able to do romething well, to 
get visible results, gives him a sense of his own being and worth 
which he can never get from regular schoolwork, from teacher- 
pleasing, no matter how good he is at it. There is too little 
opportunity for this in school. In my own high-priced and high- 
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powered education, there was virtually none; until I was about 
thirty, the only things I ever made were some model aeroplanes, 
and those out of school, and only when I was nine and ten. This 
was, and is, a mistake. Maria Montessori showed, among other 
things, that children could make, and like to make, move- 
ments that are careful and precise, as well as movements that 
are exuberant. Some of the time, at least, children like to be 
careful, when it is the work or the situation, and not some 
grown-up, that demands it. We should give them many more 
opportunities and ways to use and develop skill and precision. 


* 


An afterthought. I hope no one will mistake me as saying that 
we should scrap our present curriculum, then make a new 
curriculum out of what I have been talking about, and put it in 
place of the old one. I am only suggesting some of the things 
that children might like to see done in school, and might like to 
do themselves, were they free to choose. But they must be 
free to choose whether to explore the world in this way, or 
any one of a number of other ways. If we merely substitute 
Isometric Drawing I or Model Building 1 for Arithmetic I, with 
the same old business of assignments, homework, drill, and 
tests, we will have gained little, and probably nothing. 


* 


work just described I took 


During the year that I was doing the 
: thie a week while the teacher 


Over one of the first-grade classes for 
Was out. It had been her custom each morning to put some 
arithmetic problems on the board for children to see when 
they came in — problems which they could do while waiting 
for the organized day to begin. These were usually problems 
in addition. There were rarely more than two numbers to 
add, and the sum was rarely” over To, never over 20, because 
the children had not learned — i.e. been told — how to do,such 
Problems. 

One day there was a happy accident. 1 had forgotten to put 
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the problems up. Two or three children came in early, saw no 
problems, worried for a while, and then asked if they could put 
some problems up. (All little children, and some maybe not so 
little, like to write on the blackboard.) I told them, sure, g0 
ahead. They began by writing some of the kind of problems 
that had been up there. But after a while they grew bolder, and 
began to write problems like 72+20= ? Quite often they 
- would get into an argument among themselves as to what was 
the right answer. They were never willing to leave a problem 
unless they felt they knew how to do it. Usually they would 
manage, within a short while, to come to an agreement, and 
usually the answer they agreed on was correct. It is hard to get 
honest agreement on any answer that is not correct. Only rarely 
did they appeal to me, and then only when they got into an 
argument in which a number of them were all sure they were 
Tight. After a while they began adding things like 200 + 400, Or 
even 230+ 500, or 340 + 420. Step by step, making their prob- 
lems more complicated all the time, the children — not all of 
them, but a good many — worked out for themselves most of the 
rules for doing addition. In a week — working only a few minutes 


a day — they covered material that the school was prepared to 
spend years teaching them. 


At the end of the week, 
going, I had to leave, 
the kind of nudge tha 
problems of carrying, 
make me feel that if 


just as they were beginning to get 
and so wasn’t able to give their work 
t might have led them to consider the 
or of subtraction. But I saw enough to 
arithmetic were treated as in fact what it 
is — a territory to be explored, not a list of facts to be learned - 
children, at least many children, would move into it faster than 
we would have dreamed possible. 


Thus, in the prospectus of the Green Valley School (Orange 
City, Florida) George von Hilsheimer, who founded this and 
other schools and institutions based on human freedom, writes: 

Students who begin at this school have no fear of maths. We 
have had the pleasure of seeing five-year-olds doing maths for their 
bedtime ‘story’ and complete the Work-books for Kindergarten, First, 
Second and Third Grades in four nights. We cannot offer the hope 
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of this progress to summer students, nor to regular students entering 
after the first grade. 


* 


One day, this same year, I found myself thinking of the boy in 
fifth grade who had told me that between 100 and 200 there 
were 164 whole numbers. I had felt, intuitively, that children 
felt that numbers grew more dense, so to speak, as they grew , 
bigger; in short, that there were more whole numbers between 
goo and 1,000 than between 100 and 200. Even if they had some 
common sense about small numbers, this began to leave them 
when the numbers got big enough — as may well be true of all of 
us — and their heads began to swim, and their guesses grew 
wilder and wilder. 

I thought first- and second-graders might be interested to see 
how numbers grow, and also to get a concrete idea about the 
size of certain numbers. One day I bought one of the rolls of 
Paper that go into an adding machine, brought it into the first- 
grade classroom, and without a word to anyone, began to 
Measure off dots on the roll, two inches apart. When I had a 
number of these I began to label them - 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 — a number 
Over each dot. Before long, as always happened, someone came 
Over to look. They asked what I was doing. I told them to watch. 
They watched for a while, then went away; others took their 
place. Now and then a child would say, ‘What’s that for?’ It 
Seemed to me that the question meant, ‘Are we going to have to 
do something about this?’ and I usually didn’t answer. If a child 
asked point blank whether he was going to have to make one, 
I said, ‘Goodness, no!’ As this went on, the numbers grew. The 
Word got around as I neared 100, and children came around to 
Watch me write it. It was like the magic moment when a whole 
lot of 9s on the car’s hodometer (the thing that tells you how 
Many miles you have gone) turn into os. . 

Eventually someone said, ‘Where did you get the paper? I 
named the store. ‘How much did it cost?’ ‘Twenty-five cents. 

an I have one?’ I said, ‘Sure, if you'll pay for it’ I thought 

S would be the end of it. Not at all; next day a couple of 
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the children showed up with a quarter for their own rolls. I 
bought them, and they went to work. Before long there were 
more than a dozen first- and second-graders working on their 
own number rolls. Some of them just wrote out the numbers, 
not spacing them carefully; others copied me in making 
the numbers a uniform distance apart. The numbers grew 
and grew. Many children continued up into the hundreds. 

_I kept working on my roll — eventually I had to splice a new 
roll to the old — until it reached 1,500 or so. But two boys, both 
interested in numbers and competitive to boot, took their rolls 
home to work on, and before long had passed me, getting close 
to 2,000. 

People may say, did say, in fact, ‘What good is all this? What 
are the children learning?’ Meaning, of course, what questions 
can they answer, what tests can they pass, as a result of what 
they were doing? I am not sure what the children learned. 
Different ones probably learned different things. I suspect they 
learned something about the rate at which numbers grow, and 
about the meaning, in concrete terms, of some of the numbers 
they had been working with in arithmetic. One day, when my 
tape had become fairly long, up to about s00 or so, We 
unrolled it to its full length. We had to go around the room and 
then out in the hall to get to the end. Children walked curiously 
and eagerly up and down the length of the tape, saying, ‘Here's 
200,’ ‘Here's 400, and things like that. 

I had many plans for continuing this the following year, but 
the money that was supporting this work — a few thousand 
dollars a year — ran out, and I had to stop. Not without a cer- 
tain bitterness, when I thought of the kind of money that was 
being spent in education, and the things for which much of it 
was being spent. It seemed that number rolls could be used in 
a aS many ways, leading into multiplication, factors, large 
TARE ae E scale, measurement map-making — who 

But the matter of freedom, to choose how to do this, or to 


choose not to do it, is all important. Long before the ‘NeW 
Maths’ had ever been heard of, before the great boom in curricu- 
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lum reform was under way, Bill Hull was trying to get his fifth- 
grade classes to do some real, original, problem-directed think- 
ing. One piece of equipment he used was a balance-beam, a 
piece of wood balanced at its midpoint, with places along the 
arms to put weights. The children were supposed to figure out 
the principle of the beam, so that, whatever weight we put on 
one side, they could balance it with weights on the other. In 
How Children Fail 1 described some of the work that very bright” 
fifth-graders did with this beam. One girl, that I can remember, 
seemed to know how to do at least the simple balancing prob- 
lems — two weights on one side balancing one on the other. 
Hardly anyone else in the class could consistently work out even 
simple problems; most of them never got beyond the guessing 
stage. And this in spite of the fact that we — or so we thought — 
had done everything possible to set up a situation that would 
make discovery more easy. We worked with the children in 
small groups; we gave each child an easy problem; we en- 
couraged the other children in the group to say whether they 
thought his solution to the problem was correct, and if not, 
why not. We thought we had set up in our class a laboratory 
in miniature, and that the children would accordingly act like 
scientists. But we hadn't, and they didn’t, for just this reason, 
that it was our problem they were working on, not theirs. 
Two years later, when I was teaching my own fifth grade, I 
rrowed some extra balance beams from Bill, to see whether 
My students could make anything of them. I put these beams, 
and some weights to hang on them, on a table at one end of 
My classroom. Then I had a piece of undeserved good luck. 
Before I had a chance to do any talking or explaining or in- 
structing about these beams, some children came in early one 
Morning and saw them. ‘What's that stuff?’ they said. I said, 
Oh, some junk I got from Bill Hull’ They said, ‘What's it for?’ 
Said, ‘Nothing special; mess around with it if you want to.’ 
ce or four of them went down to the end table and began to 
Ee around. As other children arrived they went down to 
Rech. By half-an-hour later, almost all the kids who had been 
Orking with the beams, knew how to work them - including 
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some who were not good students. I gave one of them one of 
the problems that had in earlier years given very able students 
so much trouble. She solved it easily and showed that she knew 
what she was doing. I said, ‘You have any trouble figuring 
that out?’ She said, ‘Oh no, it was cinchy.’ 

Not long after, Bill Hull and some other friends of mine were 
developing a very ingenious and powerful set of mathematical 
-and logical materials (now produced by the McGraw-Hill Book 
Company in St Louis, Mo.) called Attribute Blocks or A-blocks. 
These are a set of wooden blocks, of various colours, sizes, 
and shapes, with which children can play a wide variety of 
classifying games, and with which they do a great many things 
that experts on such matters have said they would be unable 
to do. 

They developed these materials by having small groups of 
young children, mostly five-year-olds, come into their office-lab- 
classroom and work with them, that is, play various games, do 
puzzles, solve problems. (Some of the games now incorporated 
into the unit were inyented by the children.) They found a very 
interesting thing about the way children reacted to these 
materials. If, when a child came in for the first time, they 
tried to get him ‘to work’ right away, to play some of their 
games and solve some of their puzzles, they got nowhere. The 
child would try to do what he was asked to do, but without joy 
or insight. But if at first they let the child alone for a while, let 
him play with the materials in his own way, they got very 
different results. At first, the children would work the pieces of 
wood into a fantasy. Some pieces would be mommies and 
daddies, some children; or they would be houses and cars; OF 
big animals and little animals. Then the children would make 
various kinds of patterns, buildings, and constructions out of the 
pieces of wood. When, through such play and fantasy, the chil- 
dren had taken these materials into their minds, mentally swal- 
lowed and digested them, so to speak, they were then ready 
and willing to play very complicated games, that in the more 
organized and businesslike situation had left other children com- 
pletely baffled. This proved to be so consistently true that the 
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experimenters made it a rule always to let children have a 
period of completely free play with the materials, before asking 
them to do directed work with them._ 

David Hawkins, Professor of Philosophy at the University of 
Colorado and formerly Director of the Elementary Science 
Study, has written perceptively and eloquently on this question, 
in an article called ‘Messing About in Science’, which appeared 
in the February 1965 issue of Science and Children, and also in 
the June 1966 quarterly report of Educational Services, Inc. He 
Says in part: 

(in science teaching, and other aspects of elementary education) 
there is a time, much greater in amount than commonly allowed, 
which should be devoted to free and unguided exploratory work 
(call it play if you wish; I call it work). Children are given materials 
and equipment — things — and are allowed to construct, test, probe, 
and experiment without superimposed questions or instruction. I call 
this phase ‘Messing About’. ... In some jargon, this kind of situation 
is called ‘unstructured’, which is misleading; some doubters call it 
chaotic, which it need never be. ‘Unstructured’ is misleading because 
there is always a kind of structure to what is presented ina class mae 

Let me cite an example from my own recent experiences. Simple 
frames, each designed to support two or three weights on strings, 
Were handed out one morning in a fifth-grade class. There was one 
Such frame for each pair of children. In two earlier trial classes, we 

d introduced the same equipment with a much more ‘structured 
eginning, demonstrating the striking phenomenon of coupled pen- 
dula and raising questions about it before the laboratory work was 

owed to begin. If there was guidance this time, however, it came 
Only from the apparatus — a pendulum is to swing! 

In the front hall of the Urban School, an evening summer 
School in Boston where I teach English, we have one of these 
Pendulum frames. Some students (high-school age), as they come 
+ fool around with the pendula. Others do not. One boy came 
Whi € other night, looked suspiciously at the pendulum for a 
mate and then said, ‘What's it supposed to be doing? ae 

such, have spent much time in school no longer surprise me wt 
Sha questions. I said, ‘It’s not supposed to be doing anything. 
ll We tell it to do something?” He didn't get the point of the 
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joke, or even know that I was joking. Nor did he even so much 
as touch the pendulum. It was dangerous. If he didn’t know what 
it was ‘supposed’ to do, he wasn’t going to try to make it do 
anything; it might do the wrong thing, and someone might 
think it was his fault. It was a small but striking example of the 
feeling described in How Children Fail, on the part of many 
children, that nature and the universe are not only inconsistent 
ı and unpredictable, but even unfriendly and treacherous. 

I started messing with the pendula myself. I knew, not as a 
a rule I had memorized, but as part of my mental model of how 
the world works, that short pendula swing back and forth more 
rapidly than long ones. I had forgotten the exact relationship 
between length and rate of swing. My faint hunch was that if 
one pendulum was half as long as the other, it would make 
two swings for the other's one. I tried this out, found I was 
Wrong, adjusted the short pendulum until it was making two 
swings for one of the other, and estimated by eye that its string 
Was one quarter as long. From this I re-created the rule. As I 
was busy with this little project, one of the other teachers, a very 
lively and intelligent Woman, began to watch me. After hardly 
more than a few seconds she began to say, with some real 
anxiety in her voice, ‘What Tule is it supposed to be following? 
What's the rule that applies to what it’s doing?’ I laughed, and 
said, “Why don't you just watch it for a while, and see what you 
see?’ But she could not, or would not, play this childlike game. 
After some’ more rather nervous talk about the rule, and how 
she never had been able to remember those rules, and never had 
been any good at science — all 800d standard defensive strategies 


-= she went off about her business. 


To return to Professor Hawkins: 


In starting this way I, for one, 
hours of ‘Messing About’ would 
allowed two more and, in the e 


naively assumed that a couple of 
suffice, After tr-o hours, instead, We 
sag c nd, a stretch of seyeral weeks. In all 
this time, there was little or no evidence of boredom or confusion- 
Most of the questions we might haye planned for came up UD" 
scheduled. 
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Why did we permit this length of time? First, because in our 
Previous classes we had noticed that things went well when we 
veered towards ‘Messing About’ and not as well when we held too 
tight a rein on what we wanted the children to do. It was clear that 
these children had had insufficient acquaintance with the sheer 
phenomenon of pendulum motion and needed to build an apper- 
Ceptive background, against which a more analytical sort of know- 
ledge could take form and make sense. 


In other words, to use my own way of putting this, until 
their mental models of the world had enough pendula in them 
so that talk about pendula would mean something to them. This 
applies just as strongly to reading, or numbers, or arithmetic, 
or history, or geography, or language, as it does to science. Chil- 
dren need what we rarely give them in school — time for ‘Mess- 
ing About’ with reading — before they start trying to learn to 
read, to make the connexions between letters and sounds. They 
need time to build up in their minds, without hurry, without 
Pressure, a sense of what words look like, before they start 
trying to memorize particular words. In the same way, they 
need time for ‘Messing About’ with numbers and numerals, 
before they start — if they ever should start — trying to memorize 
addition facts and multiplication tables. They need to know how 
big 76 is, or 134, or 35,000, or a million. They need to see, again 
Without hurry or pressure, how numbers change and grow 
and relate to each other. They need to build up a mental model 
Of the territory before they start trying to talk about it. We 
teachers like to think that we can transplant our own mental 
Models into the minds of children by means of explanations. It 
can’t be done. 


Professor Hawkins continues: 


Second, we allowed things to develop this way because we decided 
© Were getting a new kind of feedback from the children and were 
ae to see where and by what paths their interests would evolve 
d carry them. We were rewarded with a higher level of involve- 
aa and a much greater diversity of experiments. Our role was 
Y to move from spot to spot, being helpful but never consciously 
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prompting or directing. In spite of — because of! — this lack of direc- 
tion, these fifth-graders became very familiar with pendula. They 
varied the conditions of motion in many ways. ... There were many 
sorts of discoveries made, but we let them slip by without much 
adult resonance, beyond our spontaneous and manifest enjoyment 
of the phenomena. So discoveries were made, noted, lost, and made 
again. I think this is why the slightly pontifical phrase ‘discovery 
method’ bothers me. When learning is at the most fundamental 

- level, as it is here, with all the abstractions of Newtonian mechanics 
just around the corner, don’t rush! When the mind is evolving the 
abstractions which will lead to physical comprehension, all of us 
must cross the line between ignorance and insight many times be 
fore we truly understand. 


This is exactly the process I am trying to describe in the 
chapter on reading, where I tell about the five-year-old teaching 
herself to read. ‘When the mind is evolving the abstrac- 
tions. ...’ In practice, this means that you get a faint hunch, 
lose it, get it again, test it, lose it again, get it again - and 
all this many times over, You think that a word says such 
and such; it seems to work; you meet the word again, and 
try a new hunch; it doesn’t work, causes an inconsistency; yOu 
Correct the mistake, and go on. After many times, you know the 
word. You have not memorized it; you know it. It is part of 
your model of the way things are; you could no more ‘forget’ 
it than you could forget that if you drop your shoe, it will fall 
to the floor, not rise to the ceiling. 


One other point. Professor Hawkins rightly says, ‘All of us 


must cross the line between ignorance and insight many times 


before we truly understand’ Not only must we cross that 


line many times, but, in the words of the old spiritual, nobody 
else can cross it for us, 


We must cross it by ourselves. Being 
shoved or dragged across does no good. z 


Professor Hawkins again: 


This [Messing About] phase is important, above all, because Ít 
carries over into school that which is the source of most of what 
children have already learned, the roots of their moral, intellectual, 
and aesthetic development. If education were defined, for the 
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moment, to include everything that children have learned since 
birth, everything that has come to them from living in the natural 
and the human world, then by any sensible measure what has come 
before age five or six would outweigh all the rest. When we narrow 
the scope of education to what goes on in schools, we throw out 
the method of that early and spectacular progress at our peril. ... 
To continue the cultivation of earlier ways of learning, therefore; 
to find in school the good beginnings, the liberating inyolyements 
that will make the kindergarten seem a garden to the child and not 
a dry and frightening desert, this is a need that requires much 
emphasis on the style of work I have called ‘Messing About’. Nor 
does the garden in this sense end with a child’s first school year, or 
his tenth, as though one could then put away childish things. As 

time goes on, through a good mixture of this with other phases of 

work, ‘Messing About’ evolves with the child and thus changes its 

quality. It becomes a way of working that is no longer childish, 

though it remains always childlike, the kind of self-disciplined prob- 

ing and exploring that is the essence of creativity... 

If you once let children evolve their own learning along paths 
Of their choosing, you then must see it through and maintain the 
individuality of their work. You cannot begin that way and then 
Say, in effect, ‘That was only a teaser,’ thus using your adult 
authority to devalue what the children themselves, in the mean- 
time, have found most valuable. So if ‘Messing About’ is to be fol- 
lowed by, or evolve into, a stage where work is more externally 
guided and disciplined, there must be at hand what I call veps 

Togrammed’ material; material that contains written and pictori 
guidance of some sort for the student, but which is designed for 

€ greatest possible variety of topics, ordering of topics, etc., 5 ger 

Or almost any given way into a subject that a child may evo F j 

ìs own, there is material available which he will recognize as ^e p- 

g him farther along that very way. Heroic teachers have ace 

mes done this on their own, but it is obviously one of the Hie 

ere designers of curriculum materials can be of 5 DOSS ae 

“signing those materials with a rich variety of chee = E, er’ 
ae, Child, and freeing the teacher from the role of leader agaa 

Ong a single preconceived path, giving the teacher z eae 

real logistical help in diversifying the activities of a group. 
like 
deine must recognize that there are some bape a 
& ‘leader-draggers’. They like to feel that they 
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moment in control, not only of the child’s body, but also of his 
mind. They like to feel themselves the source and the sole source 
of all knowledge, wisdom, and learning in the classroom. Some 
such teachers are moved by a love of power, of which the class- 
room gives them plenty; others, by a deep and sometimes 
desperate need to feel useful, necessary, and even indispensable 
to their students. Both kinds are strongly threatened by any 
. Suggestion that children can and should learn on their own. 
Many other teachers would like to give their students more 
independence and self-direction, but are held back by a fear of 
the standardized tests by which their pupils, and they them- 
selves, will be judged. In any school whose main business is pro 
paring children to get high scores on achievement tests, regents 
exams, merit scholarship exams, college boards, and the like, 
we are not likely to see much open-ended, independent student 
work. It must be said in fairness, too, that so far not many of 
the curriculum reformers and educational revolutionaries have 
shown much interest in it either. They tend to be so sure that 
the path they have marked out for their students is the best of 
all possible paths, that their main concern is how to lead or drag 


them down it as fast as Possible. 


Professor Hawkins again: 


There is a common opinion, floating about, 
of classroom work is possible 
‘Maybe you can do that, but 
three! I want to be the 1 
small classes. But in this 


that a rich diversity 
only when a teacher has small classes. 
you ought to try it in my class of forty- 
‘ast person to belittle the importance of 
particular case, the statement ought to be 
made that in a large class one cannot afford not to diversify chil- 
dren’s work ~ or rather not to allow children to diversify, as they 
inevitably will, if given the chance. So-called ‘ability grouping’ is 
a popular answer today, but it is no answer at all to the real ques 
tions of motivation, Groups which are lumped as equivalent with 
sures are just as diverse in their tastes ani 
spontaneous interests as unstratificd groups. .:. When children have 
no autonomy in learning everyone is likely to be bored. 


The question of small classes is one I hear every time I speak: 
My answer is that in a small class you may be able to maintain 
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at least the illusion that you have complete control, and that 
€veryone is doing the same thing at the same time; in a large 
class it becomes impossible. Given fairly docile children, in 
Classes of about 20, a teacher has a chance of being a reason- 
_ably effective policeman. In a class of 40, it can’t be done. 
There are too many to watch. The large classes which exist 
in many of our schools, and which are, if anything, going to 
get bigger rather than smaller, require that we find ways to 
break the academic lockstep, and get our students learning on 
their own. This is above all essential in our cities, where many 
children, unlike children in the suburbs, cannot and will not 
submit to being bored all day long. Many people talk as if our 
problem was to make city schools as good as the ones in the 
suburbs. This is not the problem at all. We have been able to 
afford boredom and mis-education in the suburbs because the 
children have been willing to put up with it — though we may 
not be able to afford it there much longer. We can't afford it in 
the city, because the children won't put up with it, and we have 
no way to make them. Nothing less than real education will 
Solve the problems of our city schools — and real education 
Means the kind of learning Professor Hawkins is talking about. 
Some social-studies teachers asked me once, at a meeting, 
how students might explore and learn independently in their 
field. For part of an answer, I told a few stories. The first is about 
a seven-year-old boy. One day he saw, and read, 1 think in the 
‘ational Geographic, an article about underwater swimming. 
ke most kids, he was very interested in the scuba equipment, 
and even more in the varied and colourful fish the divers were 
Seeing and catching, in the whole idea of an underwater world 
With a life of its own. Excited, he talked to his mother about the 
atticle. Soon after, she found him another article about divers. 
is time, however, they were not diving for fish, but for 
asure — vases, bowls, implements, and weapons, lying deep in 
€ hold of a ship that three thousand years before had sunk in 
oa Mediterranean. Everything about this story fascinated the 
Y, above all the idea that these strange and beautiful objects 
been lying there, unknown, forgotten, for so long. He 
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became interested in the Pre-Homeric civilizations of Crete and 
Mycenae that had made these treasures, Helpful adults found 
him some books about them, which he read. In them mention 
was made of Homer, and the Trojan War, so he read some 
abridged versions of the Iliad and the Odyssey. Somewhere in 
his reading about Troy, he read about the seven cities of Troy, 
and about Schliemann, the archaeologist who dug them up- 
He was fascinated with the idea that a city might simply dis- 
appear under the ground, and another city be built right on 
top of it, and so seven times over; he was equally fascinated with 
the idea of patiently bringing those buried cities into the light 
again. This made him want to find out as much as he could 
about archaeology. When I last heard of him, he was reading 
everything on that subject that he could get his hands on. 

The next stories are about a one-room country school taught 
by Julia Weber (now Gordon). She wrote about her work in a 
book called My Country School Diary, now out of print, though 
its publishers, Harper’s, may bring it out in paperback. The chil- 
dren in the school were in grades 1-8. Much of the time, of 
necessity, they worked independently. At other times they dis- 
Jee things, as a class. In these discussions, many questions 
wee ae and it was Miss Weber's custom to write down 
ae “i € unanswered questions on large sheets of paper and 
Pitan a Sa wall, where the children could see them and be 
to th ot them. The students did not have to find answers 

ese questions; they were not curriculum, or homework. 


But they were free to 
A é t 
them. Some questio pursue any that particularly interes 


curiosity of the cl ns were never answered. Others caught the 
a: . r a 
plorations. Ss, and led them on some wide-ranging €% 


fe) ; 
ne such question came up early one spring, when the a 
e 
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microscope. Unfortunately, they didn’t have a microscope, and 
Couldn’t possibly afford to buy one. All right, they would 
borrow one. They wrote a letter — I believe it was to the State 
University — asking if they could borrow a microscope and 
explaining what they wanted to use it for. Incidentally, the 
children always wrote such letters, and they were writing them 
all the time, since their tiny school had to borrow most of the 
books and equipment they needed. 

Here, it seems to me, is the answer to the current supersti- 
tion, made fashionable by Dr Conant and others, that we have 
to have giant school-factories, because we can’t get good educa- 
tion in a school unless it has all the latest equipment. In making 
our schools ever larger we have lost much more of value than 
we have gained, and what little we have gained by having all 
this expensive material in each school, we might well have 
accomplished in other ways. There could have been, as in some 
parts of the country there still are, central libraries from which 
books or equipment could be borrowed, or mobile libraries and 
laboratories that visit schools in turn. Someday, if we get over 
our notion that bigness in education means efficiency and 
quality, we may revive some of those ideas. $ 

At any rate, the microscope eventually arrived — the chil- 
dren had had many other things to work on while they were 
Waiting for it. There was much excitement while they care- 
fully unpacked it, and read the instructions for using it, and 

Carned to use it. Soon they were ready to examine some wool 
fibres before and after washing. They discovered that the fibres 
of Wool have joints, rather like a telescope, and that for some 
Teason these slide in together when the wool is washed. Then, 
aving looked at wool, they decided to look at a number of 
Other fabrics under the microscope — linen, cotton, rayon. They 
Noticed the different appearances of the fibres themselves, and 
also, that the appearance of the cloth depended on the way it 
3S Woven. This iù turn got them interested in weaving, and 
cht Some discussion they decided they wanted to weave some 
ee Of their own, using the simplest kind of tools. More letters 
Te written, and after a while they had all they needed to 
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spin and weave cloth, beginning with raw wool. They decided 
on wool because it was the easiest to work, using simple tools. 
They got raw wool from a neighbour who owned sheep; then 
they washed it, carded it, spun it, and wove it. Someone in the 
class thought it would be interesting to find out how much work 
it would take to make the cloth. They decided to keep records 
of time spent on the project, and so developed or discovered the 

. idea of the man-hour as a unit of work - a yery important 
concept in economics. 

When they had finished weaving their small square of cloth, 
their records showed that seventy-two man-hours had been 
spent. Seventy-two hours for this tiny square of cloth! How long 
would it take to make a whole suit? This brought in a good 
deal of arithmetic, plus the problem of calculating the area of 
an odd-shaped object. When they found out how long it would 
take, at their rate, to make a suit, they began to wonder how 
people like the early colonists ever managed to find time to 
make their own clothes, They also began to see how great and 


party the need for specializing labour, and for labour-saving 


gave wool, and the parts of th i i i 

them to wonder, and to aie see ee: set 
more than others. After talking and reading about it, they 
decided that it had to do with the animal, how hard he was to 
raise and keep, how much wool he gave, and also with the diffi- 
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culty of making the wool into cloth, how far it had to be 
shipped, and so on. More genuine economics, and some 
geography on the side. 

At the same time they became interested in the difference 
between woollens and worsteds (which I don’t know), and the 
Weaving process and industry. They could see how better 
machines would reduce the price of cloth. Who invented the 
first machines? To get answers to such questions, they had to, 
order books from the county library. Dr Gordon told me that in 
a year the class of 35 children borrowed 700 books. They 
found many of the early machines were invented in England. 
Why there? Partly because there was already a certain 
amount of division of labour, so that they were in effect 
ready for the factory mode of organization. What were 
factories like? They visited a textile mill in New Jersey, read 
about the early factories and the conditions of labour, talked 
about the effect of machines on employment, examined the 
effect of machines on a nearby township, considered labour 
unions and labour legislation. And so on. 

Now, not all the children did all of these things. On the other 
hand, these were not the only things that the children did. While 
they were exploring these questions, they were exploring many 
others as well, And while it was true that only a few of the 
children might do the actual research on the invention of the 
first weaving machines, they would always report to the entire 
Class what they had found out, so that almost all the discoveries 
Made were shared by all the children. 

Here is another of their projects. The older children used to 
‘Put out a small school newspaper which appeared every few 
Weeks. One day a student said, ‘If it takes us so long to put out 
this little paper, how come people are able to put out a great, 
Newspaper every day?’ The question was interesting to the 

ass, as it has always been-to me. They decided to look into the 
Matter. After somè letters, they were able to visit a large news- 
Paper plant. They were so interested in the typesetting and 
printing processes that they began to investigate the whole 

'story of type, printing, and book-making. This made some of 
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them curious about the history of writing and writing materials 
in general. They began to study the earliest alphabets, and such 
writing materials as papyrus, parchment, and so on. Before 
long they decided to make — write, type, and bind - a book of 
their own, about the complete history of writing, printing, and 
book-making. It was a big job; they had not quite finished by 
the end of the school year, and a number of them came to school 
» for a week or more after school ended, so that they could finish. 
Dr Gordon showed me their book. It was a wonderful piece of 
work: well organized, clearly written, elegantly illustrated and 
typed, and strongly bound — a real book. In making it, they had 
gone from today’s daily paper all the way back to the begin- 

nings of history. 
ae Stories show us a number of things about the ways in 
which children learn. They see the world as a whole, mysterious 
List ape but a whole none the less. They do not divide it up into 
on ees categories, as we adults tend to do. It is natural 
kinds of oe from one thing to another, and to make the 
RANE ET that are rarely made in formal classes and 
paths nie ey make their own paths into the unknown, 
anne ine Pea never think of making for them. Thus, for 
oe aie tk saa that it was important for children to 
by talking to them aea War, or archaeology, would we start 
vedik em about scuba divers? Certainly not. Even if 
good beginning, or a ne dren for whom this would not be a 
T Sira beginning at all. Finally, when they are 
about, children go faster, co learning what they are curious 
ever think of tryi er, Cover more territory than we would 
People have oftes rank Out for them, or make them cover. 
PARS, ea ra to me, nervously or angrily, that if 
narrow eee What they want to know they will become 
dR ee experts in baseball batting averages 
are full of peo le i so. Many adults do this; the universities 
aaa Pey o have shut themselves up in little fortresses 
sith carina se Private learning. But healthy children, 
cee ae E do not learn this way. Their learning 
# it leads them out into life in many direc- 
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tions. Each new thing-they learn makes them aware of other 
l new things to be learned. Their curiosity grows by what it feeds 
On. Our task is to keep it well supplied with food. 


The Mind at Work 


wt 


One of the puzzles we had in my fifth-grade class was a geo- 
metrical puzzle called Hako. You began with a number of thin, 
flat, rectangular plastic pieces arranged a certain way in a 
shallow box. The aim was to slide them around, without turn- 
ing them or lifting them out of the box, so as to finish with the 
largest piece, a square, at the opposite end of the box from 
which it started. Though I spent many hours on it, I was never 
able to do it. This exasperated me. What exasperated me even 
more was that I seemed to be able to prove that the puzzle was 
impossible — though I knew it was not. Like most people, I 
began by moving the pieces around in a kind of blind, hap- 
hazard way. Before long, and unwisely, I grew impatient with 
this. There were too many possible moves, this could go on 
for ever. The thing to do was use the brain and figure it out. So, 
Moving the pieces very carefully, and analysing each move, I 
deduced that in order to get the large piece from the top to 
the bottom, certain other things had to happen along the way. 
ere had to be a point at which certain of the pieces were 
going up past the big piece while it was going down. Then, still 
Carefully analysing, I showed that this could only happen if cer- 
tain other pieces moved in certain ways. Finally, I proved that 
€y could not be moved in those ways. Therefore the problem 
Was impossible. 
a ie trouble was, I knew it wasn’t impossible. Companies 
On’t sell impossikle puzzles; they would be sued, or worse. 
ees the puzzle had been mentioned in the Scientific Ameri- 
We: Besides that, and worst of all, some students had done it. 
ith all my heart I wanted to believe that they had lied or 
ated, but I couldn't convince myself; they weren’t the type. 
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I remember thinking furiously, ‘I suppose anyone could do this 
puzzle if he were willing to sit in front of it like a nitwit, moving 
the pieces around blindly, until just by dumb luck he happened 
to get it. I haven't got time for that sort of thing.’ More to the 
point, I felt above that sort of thing. 
I went back to the puzzle many times, hoping that I would 
find some fresh approach to it; but my mind kept moving back 
«into the little groove it had made for itself. I tried to make my- 
self forget my supposed proof that the problem was impos- 
sible. No use. Before long I would be back at the business of 
trying to find the flaw in my reasoning. I never found it. Like 
many other people, in many other situations, I had reasoned 
myself into a box. Looking back at the problem, and with the 
words of Professor Hawkins in my ears, I saw my great mistake. 
I had begun to reason too soon, before I had allowed myself 
enough ‘Messing About’, before I had built a good, enough 


mental model of the ways in which those pieces moved, before I 
had given myself enough time to explore all the possible ways in 
which they could moy 


€. The reason some of the children were 
able to do the puzzle was not that they did it blindly, but that 
they did not try to solve it by reason until they had found by 
experience what the pieces could do. Because their mental model 
of the puzzle was complete, it served them; because mine was 
incomplete, it failed me. 

In one of the classes I previously shared with Bill Hull, we 
worked a good deal with a three-dimensional puzzle named 
Soma, also described and discussed in the Scientific American. 
In this, twenty-seven cubes of wood were glued together to 
make six four-cube pieces and one three-cube piece. The aim 
was to use these seven pieces to make various other shapes; 
beginning with a cube and other simple shapes, and going 
on to more complicated and difficult shapes such as the 
Tunnel, the Bath-tub, the Castle, etc. It was a splendid puzzle, 
one of the very best I have evér seen, among other reasons 
pan gilaren can work on it at many different degrees of 

My first meeting with this puzzle was embarrassing. A per- 
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son familiar with it can make the cube in less than half-a-minute 
in any one of several different ways. By the time I started trying 
to make the cube, a number of the children were able to do it 
in about fifteen seconds. My first effort took me about fifty 
minutes. I tried to keep my struggles out of the sight of the chil- 
dren, but there were some pointed questions. Fortunately I was 
able to avoid falling into the trap of analysing too soon, perhaps 
only because I could not see how to. Unable to think of any _ 
‘sensible’ way to proceed, I fiddled with the pieces, trying to fit 
them this way and that, making mistakes, working myself into 
dead ends, going back and starting again. One of the frustrating 
things about this particular puzzle is that if you have it almost 
right, you know you have it entirely wrong. When you find 
yourself saying, ‘If this piece just looked like that piece, I could 
do it,’ you have to start almost from the beginning. By many 
such trials and errors, retrials and corrections, I was finally able, 
like many of the children, to build up a good mental model of 
the way these pieces worked. With this model I could tell, with- 
Out having to try it out, that a certain piece, or even combina- 
tion of pieces, would not go in a certain spot, and could see 
Several pieces in advance when I was going wrong. Before long 
I became one of the class experts. 

Such experiences suggest a reason why so much that seems 
to me trivial, misleading, or downright false, has been written 
about child psychology. The psychologists, on the whole, have 
Not done enough of Professor Hawkins’s ‘Messing About’. They 
have not seen enough children in their native habitat - homes, 
Schools, playgrounds, streets, stores, anywhere. They haven't 
talked or played with enough of them, or helped them, or com- 
pated them, or coerced them, or made them Diet, or eae 

T rebellious, or angry. Unless he is very fortunate, a youn 
Psychologist is Se bale to have his head stuffed full of 

€ories of children before he has had a chance to look at any. 
When he does stait looking <t them, it is likely to be in very 
Special laboratory or testing situations. Like many teachers, he 

3Y not recognize the many ways in which children betray 
Anxiety, because he has never seen them in a situation in which 
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they were not anxious. Also, like me trying to do the puzzle, he 
may be so much a prisoner of his theories that he cannot see 
anything that does not fit into them. 
For such reasons I would like to stress again what I said very 
early in this book. My aim in writing it is not primarily to per- 
suade educators and psychologists to swap new doctrines for 
old, but to persuade them to Jook at children, patiently, re- 
o peatedly, respectfully, and to hold off making theories and 

judgements about them until they have in their minds what 
most of them do not now have — a reasonably accurate model 
of what children are like. 

I should add, too, that I am not trying to deny the importance 
of close, deductive, analytical, logical reasoning. In its proper 
place, it is a useful, powerful, often essential tool. I am only 
trying to say that out of its place, it is likely to be not only use- 
less but harmful, and that its place is not everywhere. It works 
when we have a very limited amount of evidence, all we are 
going to get, and from it have to reconstruct the past — find out 
who committed a crime, or how and why an accident took 
place, or what is ailing in a particular man, or machine. It works 
when we can limit and isolate, one by one, the variables We 
have to deal with. Thus the skilled repair-man, trying to find 
out why a machine is working badly, checks its various ele- 
pas one by one, until he finds the one that is causing the 
Lee cnet Msn a nev phenomenon i e 
NE » the conditions of the experiment until 
oe © one that seems to affect the phenomenon. And We 
alice eet reasoning to check our hypotheses, our theories 

raes about why things work as they do. We say, ‘If this 
theory is true, then certain other things ought to happen,’ and 
then we find out whether in fact they do happen. If 


3 they do, the 
ah is pee temporarily, at least. The story is told of 
instein that, after the observations of some astronomers 


seemed to have confirmed his Theo elativi 

; I ry of Relativity, a woman 
congratulated him on his theory having been seid right. He 
said, Madam, a thousand experiments can never prove me 
right; a single experiment can prove me wrong.’ Even when the 
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facts seem to support our reasoning, we must, like Einstein, not 
assume that we have found the final truth. 

But if there are times and places and conditions where this 
kind of reasoning is useful, there are others where it does not 
work at all. If the experience before us is completely new and 
strange; if there is much new material to be observed, material 


© that doesn’t seem to fall into any recognizable pattern order; 


if we cannot tell what are the variables that influence the situa; 
tion, much less isolate them, we will be unwise to try to think 
like a detective, or a scientist in a laboratory. 

Some years ago, some sociologists were trying to draw 
analogies between the behaviour of molecules in a gas and the 
behaviour of human beings in society, and from there between 
the laws that describe or explain the behaviour of gases and 
comparable laws that would supposedly describe and explain 
the behaviour of human beings in society. This is a very good 
example of how not to use the scientific method. In such situa- 
tions, we must use our minds very differently. We must clear 
them of preconceived notions, we must suspend judgement, we 
Must open ourselves to the situation, take in as much 
data as we can, and wait patiently for some kind of order to 
appear out of the chaos. In short, we must think like a little 
child. 

It may be useful to describe a few situations in which I had 
to, and was able to, make myself think this way. One bright 
Summer day some friends took me to the Haystack School of 
Arts and Crafts in Maine. There, for the first time, I saw a hand 
loom. One of the teachers had it out in the sunshine, on one of 

© many broad, wooden terraces that look down a hill and 
Over the sea. She was setting it up for some weaving, and my 
hosts gathered around to talk about what she was doing and was 
Planning to do. ty 

After looking at the machine a while, and listening to this in- 
formed talk, I felt the faint Beginnings of anxiety. A hand loom 
+a very open machine; all the parts of it can be clearly seen. 
z Seemed to me that after some careful looking and reasoning 

Ought to be able to figure out how this machine worked. But 
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I couldn't. It looked like nothing but a jumble and confusion of 
little parts, wires, and scraps of wood. None of it made any 
sense at all. Nor could I think how to make sense of it. Where 
to begin? 

In such situations we-tend to have a defensive reaction, which 
I began to sense in myself. Confronted with what it cannot grasp, 
the mind tends to turn away, to shut it out. We say to ourselves, 
{Oh, well, who cares about looms and weaving, anyway?’ We 
seek the relief of thinking about something that we can grasp 
and understand. Having learned to recognize this protective and 
cowardly strategy, I would not allow myself to use it. I thought, 
‘Come on, now, quit acting like a scared kid.’ I examined the 
loom more carefully, and began to ask myself intelligent ques- 
tions. What’s this for? Where does this lead? But no use. It 
remained as much a mystery as ever. The anxiety grew, with 
a little shame added. Some of this was caused by not being 
able to make sense of the loom. Some was caused by my feeling 
that as a supposedly fairly intelligent man I ought to be able 
to make sense out of it. Like children in school, I was worried 
by the fear of not being able to live up to my own concept of 
myself. Finally, I knew that everyone else around me knew how 
that loom worked, and knew that I didn’t. I could almost hear 
them thinking, ‘Funny about John, he’s usually pretty smart 
about most things, yet that simple loom, that you would think 
anyone could understand, is too much for him.’ Then, to make 
matters worse, they began to try to help by giving explanations- 
They spoke with that infuriating mixture of indulgence and im- 
patience with which the expert always explains things to the 
non-expert. It is always gratifying to be able to understand what 
someone else cannot; and more gratifying yet to make yourself 
his benefactor, by explaining it to him; and still more gratifying 
— unless you are required to make him understand — if in spite 
of your explanation he continues not to understand. In this 
spirit my friends began to say, ‘irs ically “very simple; this 
piece here ...’ 

After a certain amount of this I said, rather sharply, ‘Please 
stop talking about it, and just let me look at it. I thought to 
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myself, ‘Remember what you have learned about learning. Be 
like a child. Use your eyes. Gag that teacher’s mouth inside your 
head, asking all those questions. Don't try to analyse this thing, 
look at it, take it in.’ And shutting out of mind the knowing con- 
versation of the others, I did so. Now and then the voice inside 
would begin to ask questions. I silenced it, and for some time 
went on looking. 

There were many other things to see: potters, print makers,” ~ 
and most exciting of all, glass blowers. After seeing them all, 
we started home. And as we drove a most extraordinary thing 
began to happen. I was not thinking about the loom; as my host 
was a potter, we were talking mostly about the pottery. But as 
we talked, a loom began slowly to put itself together in my i 
mind. There is no other way to describe it. Suddenly, for no 
reason, the image of a particular part would suddenly appear in 
my consciousness, but in such a way that I understood what that 
part was for. When I say ‘understood’, I don’t mean that some 
kind of verbal explanation went along with it. I mean that I 
could see what the part was for and what it did, I could almost 
See it doing its work. If I had been building a loom and had had 
that part in my hand, I would have known where to put it. 

_ This loom-building process was very slow. It would be 
interesting to have a record of the order in which the parts of 
this loom appeared and assembled themselves, but I have none. 
Sensing that something important was happening in the non- 
verbal, non-conscious part of my mind, I did not want to look 
too hard at the process, lest I bring it to a stop. Also, I had no 
Way of knowing, at any time, how much farther it would go. 

‘hen the first part of the loom appeared in my surprised con- 

Sciousness, I had no reason to believe that other parts would 
ater appear in the same way. However, they did, some during 
fon tip home, others during the rest of the day, some even the 
S lowing day. By the end_of that day, a loom had made itself 
I ee mind. There was a working model of a loom in there. If 
ad to build a loom, I would have known at least roughly 
ae Parts were needed and where they went. There was 
about the loom that I didn’t know, but I now knew where 
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ions I 
knowledge left off and ignorance began; knew te ae 
needed to ask; knew enough to be able to make sen, esplai 
answers. Some of what people had told me, trying E kee 
the loom, came back to me, and now I could see wha’ 

rds meant, Aes 

E We teachers — perhaps all human ranen pa 
in the grip of an astonishing delusion. We think that w Ee 
‘take a picture, a structure, a working model of something Er 
structed in our minds out of long experience and am rae 
and by turning that model into a string of words, anp D 
Whole into the mind of someone else, Perhaps once in a S 
and times, when the explanation is extraordinary good, a 


5 i ; in; 
the listener extraordinarily experiencc@and skilful at pea 
word-strings into non-verbal reality, and4when explaine 
listener share in common 


many of the experiences being lee 
about, the process may Work, and some real meaning may = 
communicated. Most of the time, explaining does not increa 
understanding, and may even lessen it, in 
A few years ago I spent an evening, at Bill Hull's noraa g 
the company of a number of people who were all intereste aie 
teaching mathematics to children. For most of the evening 


i inkin, 
ings we had done in classes, or were thinking 
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Wait a minute, I’ve never even heard of these things, I don’t 
know what a quartic or a cubic is, much less a twisted cubic.’ 
Too late. The teaching fit was on him. He began to ‘explain’, 
Ashe saw that I still did not understand, he began to grow 
exasperated — like most teachers when their ‘explanations’ are 
not being understood. ‘It’s really very simple!’ he said, as his 
hands sketched complicated shapes in the air. I was amused, but 
appalled. Here was a really great teacher, who for years had been 
working with young children trying to find ways to have them 
experience and discover, with hands and eyes, the relation- 
ships of mathematics. Yet in spite of his long experience, he 
believed so strongly in the magic power of explanations that he 
thought he could drop me into the middle of an advanced and 
complex branch of mathematics, in which I had absolutely no 
knowledge or experience, and with a few words and waves of 
the hand make the whole thing clear. 

Jerome Bruner has said that one thing that happens in school 
is that children are led to believe they don’t know or can’t do 
something that they knew, or could do, before they got to 
school. I have seen this demonstrated many times, but never as 
vividly as in the following example, quoted from the prospectus 
of the Green Valley School, in which George von Hilsheimer 
writes: 


One of our art associates once conducted an experiment in her 
art resources classroom. As the children entered the classroom they 
found construction paper on the desks. The teacher held up a folded 
an ~ like those you and I have made many times ~ “Know what this 
is?’ 

‘Oh, yes!’ 

‘Can you make one?’ 

“Yes! Yes!’ 

Every child quickly made the little fan. The teacher then read 
Tom the book the instructions on how to make the fan. She read 
Slowly, with proper emphasis and phrasing. The instructions were 
Well designed to be clear to the fifth grade mind. After reading, the 
teacher asked the children to make the fans again. Not one child 
Could make a fan, The teacher sat at each desk and tried to get the 
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children to go back to the first way they had made the fan (with the 
fan still lying on the desk). They could not. 

There have been many such experiments in educational psycho- 
logy. Unfortunately, few teachers and even fewer school systems 
take such evidence seriously. We do. 


Such stories make many defenders of the system angry- They 
say, ‘But human knowledge is stored and transmitted in symbols. 
We have to teach children to use them.’ True enough. 
But the only way children can learn to get meaning out of 
symbols, to turn other people’s symbols into a kind of reality 
or a mental model of reality, is by learning first to turn their 
own reality into symbols. They have to make the journey from 
reality to symbol many times, before they are ready to go the 
other way. We must begin with what children see, do, and know, 
and have them talk and write about such things, before trying 
to talk to them much about things they don’t know. Thus, given 
children who knew how to make a paper fan, it might not be a 
bad idea at all to ask them to try to tell someone else how to 
make one, without using any gestures, as if they were talking 
Over a phone. I used to ask fifth-graders how they would explain 
over the phone the difference between right and left, to someone 
Who could speak English but did not happen to know those 
words. Such games are exciting and useful. But when we do 
what we do most of the 


meaningless symbols and s 
meaning by way of exp 


ee of becoming too bound up Le 
` -minded, j A 
is that we don’t know how encase Heo ceneetalt of 
pae ay When they are of no use to us. We become addicts. 
a are times when Words, symbols, only get between us and 
eS eee Mmes, We must be reaps let them go, an 

ways. im more appropriate ways — more childlike 


Such an experience took place not long ago when I was visit- 
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ing A. S. Neill at Summerhill School in England. The weather 
was terrible, the public rooms of the school were deserted, the 
students were all in their rooms, so there was nothing much to 
see around the school. Neill himself was laid up in his room with 
a painful attack of sciatica, and was eager for company. So we 
had a long and‘very interesting talk. More than once, thinking 
I had taken enough of his time, I got up to go, but he waved 
me back in my chair, where I was more than glad to stay.” 

At about three o'clock his brother-in-law came in, and asked 
if he could use the TV to watch the England-Scotland rugby 
match. Neill asked me if I knew anything about rugby. I said I 
didn’t; he said he didn’t either. We decided to watch the game. 
Before it had gone on two minutes, I found myself in the same 
panicky confusion that had gripped me when I looked at the 
loom. Rugby is a hard game for a novice to understand. It is like 
a crazy combination of soccer and football, just enough like 
either one to be misleading. As I watched, the teacher-voice 
in my head began to ask, ‘Why did he do that? Why did he put 
the ball there? Why is he running that way?’ And so on. But 
there were no answers. 

After a few futile minutes of this, I saw that this was the loom 
situation again. I didn’t know enough about the game to be able 
to reason about it. No use to ask questions. Neill couldn’t answer 
them. His brother-in-law — a taciturn man ~ wouldn’t. Anyway, 
I didn’t know enough to know what questions to ask. The only 
thing to do was to turn off the questions and watch - like 
a child. Take it all in. See everything, worry about nothing. 
This is what I did. When the voice inside began to yammer, I 
silenced it. At half-time I seemed to know no more than at the 
start. Everything that happened on that field surprised me. 
During the half the announcers, as in every land, talked 
learnedly about the play during the first half. Not a word they 
said made any sense. I listened, like a child listening to adult 
conversation, taking in the words without knowing or caring 
what they might mean. Soon the second half started, as puzzling 
as the first. Then, suddenly, about ten minutes into the period, 
the patterns of the game all fell into place. Like the loom, the 
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game put itself together in my mind. I suddenly found that I 
knew what the players were doing, what they were trying to 
do, what they might do next, why the plays the announcer 
called good were in fact good, why the mistakes he pointed out 
were in fact mistakes. There was still much I didn’t know, de- 
tails of the game, rules, penalties. But I knew enough to ask 
about them, and to make some sense out of the answers. 
© Not long afterwards, I had another chance to think like a 
child. Going south from London on a train, I found myself in a 
compartment — a small, closed-in section seating eight pas- 
sengers — with a Scandinavian couple. They were talking rapidly 
in their native language, of which I understood nothing. For a 
while, I paid no attention, looking at England through the 
train window, and thinking my own thoughts. Then, after a 
while, it occurred to me that this was an interesting opportunity 
to listen to language as a baby listens to it. Still looking out the 
window, I began to pay close attention to what they were say- 
ing. It was very much like listening to a complicated piece of 
modern music. I have discovered, after hearing many concerts 
and records, that the best way to listen to strange and un- 
familiar Music, to keep your attention focused sharply on it, 
1s to try to reproduce the music in your mind — instant imita- 
tion. In the same way, I was trying to reproduce in my mind, 


as soon as I heard them, the sounds made b 2 

ard ; y these people a: 
they talked. I didn’t get them all, but I got many of them. Also, 
though I wasn’t looking 


R for patterns — there wasn’t time for 
at — I was alert for them, so that when a sound or word came 
along that I had heard before, it made an extra impression. It 
was a Peen and absorbing exercise. By the time forty 
minutes had passed, and I had reached 1o, 
feel, and almost recogni: A A 


their talk. Perhaps this ki 


conversational speed, 


each word could be heard separately. From listening to such 


to the relation between 
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the separate sounds of a language and the sound of the flow of 
the whole language. 


* 


have been trying to say about the natural 
dren. The child is curious. He wants 
find out how things work, gain com- 
petence and control over himself and his environment, do what 
he can see other people doing. He is open, receptive, and per- 
ceptive. He does not shut himself off from the strange, confused, 
complicated world around him. He observes it closely and 
sharply, tries to take it all in. He is experimental. He does not 
merely observe the world around him, but tastes it, touches it, 
hefts it, bends it, breaks it. To find out how reality works, he 
works on it. He is bold. He is not afraid of making mistakes. And 
he is patient. He can tolerate an extraordinary amount of un- 
certainty, confusion, ignorance, and suspense. He does not have 
to have instant meaning in any new situation. He is willing and 
able to wait for meaning to come to him — even if it comes very 
slowly, which it usually does. 

School is not a place that gives much time, or opportunity, 
or reward, for this kind of thinking and learning. Can we make 
it so? I think we can, and must. In this book I have tried to sug- 
gest, very briefly, how we might do it. To discuss this in any 
detail would take a book in itself. What is essential is to realize 
that children learn independently, not in bunches; that they 
learn out of interest and curiosity, not to please or appease the 
adults in power; and that they ought to be in control of their 
own learning, deciding for themselves what they want to learn 
and how they want to learn it. To such ideas, people react in 
many ways, but two reactions appear so regularly that they 
seem worth discussing. 

The first is often expressed like this: ‘Aren’t you asking chil- 
dren to discover and re-create, all by themselves, the whole 
history of the human race?’ It would be easy to dismiss the ques- 
tion as silly, except that so many sensible and serious people ask 
it. What trips them up is this word ‘discover’. They act as if it 
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meant ‘invent, that is, discover for the first time. But this is not 
what I mean, or any educators mean, when they talk about the 
importance of letting children discover things for themselves. 
We do not ask or expect a child to invent the wheel starting 
from scratch. He doesn’t have to. The wheel has been invented. 
It is out there, in front of him. All I am saying is that a child 
does not need to be told what wheels are and what they are for, 
in order to know. He can figure it out for himself, in.his own 
way, in his own good time. In the same way, he does not have 
to invent the electric light bulb, the aeroplane, the internal com- 
bustion engine — or law, government, art, or music. They, t00, 
have been invented, and are out there. The whole culture is out 
there. What I urge is that a child be free to explore and make 
sense of that culture in his own way. This is as much discovery 
as I ask of him, a discovery that he is well able to make. 

The second reaction is often expressed like this: ‘Aren't 
there certain things that everyone ought to know, and isn’t it 
our job, therefore, to make sure that children know them?’ This 
argument can be attacked on many fronts. With the possible 
exception of knowing how to read, which in any case is a skill, 
it cannot be proved that any piece of knowledge is essential for 
everyone. Useful and convenient, perhaps; essential, no. More- 
over, the people who feel that certain knowledge is essential do 
hot agree among themselves on what that knowledge is. The 
historians would vote for history; the linguists, for languages the 
mathematicians, for maths; and so on. In the words of Jimmy 
re Everybody wants to get into the act.’ Moreover, the 
; A a changes, becomes useless, out of date, or downright 
false. believers in essential knowledge decreed that when I was 
in school I should study physics and chemistry. In physics We 
used a reputable and then up-to-date college text that announced 
on page 1 that ‘matter was not created nor destroyed’. Of my 
chemistry, I remember only two or three formulas and a con- 
cept called ‘valence’. I mentioned valence to a chemist the other 
day and he laughed. When I asked what was so funny, he said, 
‘Nobody ever talks about valence any more; it’s an outmoded 
concept.’ But the rate of discovery being syhatie is, the likelihood 
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that what children learn today will be out of date in twenty 
years is much greater than it was when I was a student. 

My real reason, however, for believing that the learner, young 
or old, is the best judge of what he should learn next, is very 
different. I would be against trying to cram knowledge into the 
heads of children, even if we could agree on what knowledge to 
cram, and could be sure that it would not go out of date, even if 
we could be sure that, once crammed in, it would stay in. Even , 
then, I would trust the child to direct his own learning. For it 
seems to me a fact that, in our struggle to make sense out of life, 
the things we most need to learn are the things we most want 
to learn. To put this another way, curiosity is hardly ever idle. 
What we want to know, we want to know for a reason. The 
reason is that there is a hole, a gap, an empty space in our un- 
derstanding of things, our mental model of the world. We feel 
that gap like a hole in a tooth and want to fill it up. It makes us 
ask How? When? Why? While the gap is there, we are in 
tension, in suspense. Listen to the anxiety in a person's voice 
when he says, ‘This doesn’t make sense! When the gap in our 
understanding is filled, we feel pleasure, satisfaction, relief. 
Things make sense again — or at any rate, they make more sense 
than they did. 

When we learn this way, for these reasons, we learn both 
rapidly and permanently. The person who really needs to know 
something, does not need to be told many times, drilled, tested. 
Once is enough. The new piece of knowledge fits into the gap 
ready for it, like a missing piece in a jigsaw puzzle. Once in 
place, it is held in, it can’t fall out. We don’t forget the things 
that make the world a more reasonable or interesting place for 
us, that make our mental model more complete and accurate 
Now, if it were possible for us to look into the minds of mira 
and see what gaps in their mental models most needed filling, 
a good case could be made for giving them the formaton 
needed to fill them. 274414 is not possible. We cannot find out 
what children’s mental models are like, where they are distorted, 
where incomplete. We cannot make direct contact with a child's 
understanding of the world. Why not? First, because to a very 
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considerable extent he is unaware of much of his own under- 
standing. Secondly, because he hasn’t the skill to put his under- 
standing into words, least of all words that he could be sure 
would mean to us what they meant to him. Thirdly, because 
we haven't time. Words are not only a clumsy and ambiguous 
means of communication, they are extraordinarily slow. To 
describe only a very small part of his understanding of the world, 
aman will write a book that takes us days to read. 

I think of some good friends of mine. We know each other 
well, know each other’s interests, speak each other's language. 
We may spend an entire evening talking, each of us intent on 
gaining a better understanding of the other's thought. At the 
end of the evening, with luck, we may each have a very slightly 
better idea about what the other thinks, on a very particular 
subject. On the other hand, very often an evening of talk, how- 
ever pleasant and interesting, may only lead us to realize how 
little we understand the other, how great are the gulfs and 
mysteries between us. 

The human mind is a mystery. To a very large extent, it will 
Probably always be so. We will never get very far in education 
until we realize this, and give up the delusion that we can know, 
measure, and control what goes on in children’s minds, To know 
one’s own mind is difficult enough, I am, to quite a high degree, 
an Introspective person. For a long time, I have been interested 
in my own thoughts, feelings, and motives, eager to know aS 
much as I could of the truth about myself, 
think that at most I may know something 
part of what goes on in my own head. How preposterous to 
imagine that I can know what goes on in someone else’s. 

In my mind's ear I can hear the anxious voices of a hundred 
teachers asking me, ‘How can you tell, how can you be sure 
what the children are learning, or even that they are learning 
anything?’ The answer is simple. We can’t tell. We can’t be sure- 
What I am trying to say about €aucauox rests on a belief that, 
though there is much evidence to support it, I cannot prove, and 
that may never be proved. Call it a faith. This faith is that man 
is by nature a learning animal. Birds fly, fish swim; man thi 
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_ and learns. Therefore, we do not need to ‘motivate’ children 

into learning, by wheedling, bribing, or bullying. We do not need 
to keep picking away at their minds to make sure they are learn- 
ing. What we need to do, and all we need to do, is bring as much 
of the world as we can into the school and the classroom; give 
children as much help and guidance as they need and ask for; 
listen respectfully when they feel like talking; and then get out 
of the way. We can trust them to do the rest. 
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\ How Children Fail 


[ 
\ Most children fail to develop more than a small part of 
| their capacity for learning and creating. Afraid, bored, 
- or confused, they fall short; and their failure is 
»Umetimes not even noticed. 


This book records a teacher's search for the 
beginnings of an answer to the question why children 
fail. It developed from the journal which John Holt 
kept whilst observing children in class. He analyses 
the strategies children use to meet or dodge the 
demands which the adult world makes on them, the 
effect of fear and failure on children, the distinction 
between real and apparent learning, and the waysin 
which schools fail to meet the needs of children, His 


conclusions suggest ways of enriching the experiences 
of children at school and at home. 


‘It is possibly the most penetrating, and probably the 
most eloquent book on education to be published in 
recent years. To anyone who deals with children and 
cares about children, it cannot be too highly 
recommended’ — New York Times 


‘John Holt has done a good and necessary job. 
A very good book indeed’ =A. S. Neill 
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ideas faster than most adults give them credit 
for (and this includes teachers and 
Psychologists as well as parents). But they 
have their own ways of understanding, of 
working things out; and in most cases this 
fresh, natural style of thinking is destroyed 
when the child goes to school and encounters 
formal methods of learning, 


John Holt, himself a teacher and the author of 
the highly praised How Children Fail, 
advocates a fresh approach to the 
Understanding of children — observation. He 
has spent a great deal of his time just 
watching them; being with them and being 


accepted by them; seeing how they react to 
different situations. 


As he himself says: ‘My aim in writing is not 
primarily to persuade educators and 
Psychologists to swap new doctrines for old, 
but to persuade them to look at children, 
Patiently, repeatedly, respectfully, and to hold 
off making theories and judgements about 
them until they have in their minds what most 
of them do not now have — areasonably ~ 
accurate model of what children are like.’ 
Energia Potenciais area temulble painting 
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